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Introduction: Leadership support has been identified as a key facilitator to 
successful implementation of school-based initiatives. School leadership 
contributions to student academic success and school reform have been 
documented, but less work has focused on the effects of leadership on school 
mental health initiatives such as social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) screening. 
Few studies have investigated administrator knowledge and support for SEB 
screening or compared their current and ideal approaches to SEB screening, 
both of which are important to informing directions for implementation supports.

Methods: Using a nationally representative sample of U.S. public school districts, 
we  investigated tensions between school district administrators’ (n  =  1,330) 
current and ideal approaches to SEB screening within the current study. We fit 
binomial and multinomial logistic regression models to determine predictors of 
positive, negative, or no tensions based on the administrators’ current approach 
to SEB screening, administrators’ beliefs about the role of schools in student SEB 
concerns, and district demographics.

Results: Nearly half of administrators (46.7%) reported using an approach to SEB 
screening that was not their ideal approach. Higher beliefs scores commonly 
predicted administrator desire for more proactive approaches, whereas district 
characteristics yielded varied results.

Discussion: Results call for targeted next steps, including implementation 
supports, funding, and knowledge building aligned with administrator and 
district characteristics.
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1 Introduction

There is an urgent need for effective identification and provision 
of youth social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) supports. Nearly 10% 
of U.S. adolescents reported attempting suicide in 2021 and 57% of 
girls reported experiencing persistent feelings of sadness or 
hopelessness (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). 
Rates of mental health challenges increased across all adolescent 
demographic groups between 2011 and 2021; however, rises were 
most concerning for Black, Hispanic, multiracial, and LGBTQ+ 
students (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). School 
administrators report seeing the effects of these mental health 
challenges in schools, with 70% reporting increased student self-
referral for services and 76% reporting delayed social emotional 
development in their students (U.S. Department of Education, 2022).

Schools are the most common site for students to receive SEB 
supports (e.g., mental health services; Duong et al., 2021) and reduce 
barriers related to cost, transportation, and scheduling. Yet, it is 
estimated that only 20–45% of youth with clinically significant 
symptoms receive services (Costello et  al., 2014). One possible 
explanation for this gap is that schools have traditionally relied on 
teacher referral systems that do not always capture students in need of 
support. For example, teachers are more likely to refer students with 
externalizing disorders (e.g., ADHD) than those with internalizing 
disorders (e.g., anxiety, depression; Bradshaw et  al., 2008). Thus, 
schools need improved systems for proactively and effectively 
identifying students in need of support.

One promising solution to this problem is universal screening, 
whereby all students—regardless of any known risk factors—are 
assessed to identify those in need of support (Hoover et al., 2015). 
Federal legislation, including the Every Student Succeeds Act (Every 
Student Succeeds Act, 2015), allows schools to utilize federal funding 
to provide students with academic and SEB supports, including the 
implementation of universal screening systems. A wide range of key 
groups (e.g., parents, teachers, school administrators) support the use 
of universal screening (Briesch et  al., 2020; Moore et  al., 2022). 
Benefits include systematic, equitable, and efficient identification of 
students in need of support. Proactive, universal SEB screening also 
aims to identify concerns before they become severe or have long-
term effects (e.g., health, academic achievement). As untreated SEB 
concerns tend to become more debilitating and resistant to 
intervention over time (Bradley et al., 2008), early identification and 
intervention can also be cost-effective by preventing need for long-
term or more intensive care (Humphrey and Wigelsworth, 2016).

Although a proactive and preventative model is considered best 
practice (e.g., Lane et  al., 2010; National Center for School Mental 
Health, 2021), surveys have found that only 10–15% of school districts 
conduct universal SEB screening (Bruhn et al., 2014; Briesch et al., 
2021). These low percentages raise the question of what approaches 
schools instead use to identify and support student SEB concerns. 
Dineen et al. (2021) sought to answer this question by analyzing data 
from a nationally-representative survey of district administrators in the 
2015–2016 school year. The most common approach reported (54.7% 
of districts) was internal referral, in which school staff nominate students 
exhibiting SEB concerns to an internal support team and this team 
establishes an intervention plan. Roughly one in eight districts (12.1%) 
used external referral, where they referred students exhibiting SEB 
concerns to an outside agency. Just over 10% of districts used teacher 

intervention, in which teachers were encouraged to independently 
develop and implement an intervention plan in the classroom. A similar 
percentage (9.8%) of districts utilized targeted screening, in which a 
familiar adult (e.g., teacher) completed a screening measure only for 
those students that they perceived to be exhibiting SEB concerns. Least 
common among this sample of respondents was universal screening, 
with the percentage of district administrators reporting this approach 
falling even below prior survey estimates (i.e., 5.5% of districts).

Based on earlier studies conducted in community and convenience 
samples (Romer and McIntosh, 2005; Bruhn et al., 2014), these rates of 
universal SEB screening have shown little change in the past 15 years. 
Given that rates have remained stagnant despite repeated calls made to 
implement SEB screening in school settings (e.g., New Freedom 
Commission on Mental Health, 2003; U.S. Department of Education, 
Office of Special Education and Rehabilitative Services, 2021), 
researchers have sought to identify those factors that may help to explain 
this observed gap. One possible explanation is that there is little state or 
federal guidance regarding universal SEB screening. In a review of state-
level guidance regarding school-based SEB screening, Briesch et al. 
(2017) found that only one state mandated universal SEB screening. 
Although an additional six states explicitly recommended universal SEB 
screening, recommendations lacked specificity in how districts were 
expected to implement such practices (Briesch et al., 2017). Additionally, 
research suggests that additional barriers to universal SEB screening 
include lack of awareness of SEB screeners (i.e., not knowing measures 
existed), funding (i.e., not being able to afford measures), and access (i.e., 
not being able to locate or obtain measures; Bruhn et al., 2014). Thus, a 
range of contextual variables may be important to understanding district 
decisions regarding universal SEB screening.

In addition to these contextual variables, decisions about 
universal SEB screening are made at the school or district level 
(Dineen et al., 2021) and thus, school leaders may be important levers 
of change in increasing uptake of universal SEB screening. For 
example, the success of any educational reform hinges on local school 
leaders’ perceptions of its importance and their willingness to invest 
resources (e.g., time, personnel, money) to facilitate implementation 
(Leithwood, 2010). Across studies and models of implementation, 
leadership and administrative support have been identified as key 
facilitators of successful implementation (Rogers, 1995; Domitrovich 
et al., 2008; Wandersman et al., 2008; Aarons et al., 2011). Through 
their studies of multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) and response 
to intervention (RTI) implementation, for example, O’Connor and 
Freeman (2012) and Freeman et al. (2015) identified three key ways 
that district administrators can facilitate or impede implementation 
of educational reforms. First, district administrators’ leadership skills, 
including their abilities to respond to technical (e.g., time constraints) 
and adaptive (e.g., staff resistance) challenges to implementation, are 
key to implementation of educational reforms. Second, the degree to 
which district administrators create and support organizational 
structures (e.g., systems and structures for collecting, analyzing, and 
interpreting data; creating and maintaining relationships with 
community partners who can support delivery of tiered mental 
health supports) influences the success or failure of implementation. 
Finally, implementation is influenced by district administrators’ 
degree of knowledge and competency relative to the educational 
reform. This is demonstrated through their abilities to identify 
implementation leaders, ensure necessary professional learning, and 
monitor fidelity of implementation.
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Regarding this final point, administrators’ beliefs and knowledge 
about SEB screening may therefore be  important characteristics 
affecting decisions about universal SEB screening. For example, if 
administrators do not believe student SEB problems are a concern or 
are within the purview of school to assess, they are unlikely to adopt 
universal SEB screening procedures. In addition, if they do not believe 
that universal screening will help them to address SEB concerns, they 
are unlikely to invest resources in this way.

In summary, students are experiencing alarming rates of SEB 
concerns and schools are attempting to provide associated supports. 
However, schools struggle to accurately identify all students in need 
of support, which can lead to negative consequences for students, 
families, and communities. There is an urgent need for effective and 
efficient systems that identify students in need of SEB support. 
Universal SEB screening may be such a system as it systematically 
and effectively identifies students in need of support. Uptake of 
universal screening practices, however, has remained persistently 
low. Research is needed to inform the types of support across the 
educational ecosystem (e.g., individual, district, policy levels) that 
might improve use of universal SEB screening. District 
administrators can therefore serve as either critical champions or 
roadblocks for large scale changes such as universal SEB screening 
in schools (Torres et al., 2018).

2 Study aim

To date, there has been limited investigation into the role of district 
administrators in implementing SEB screening or supports. As 
universal SEB screening is considered best practice (e.g., Lane et al., 
2010; National Center for School Mental Health, 2021), and decisions 
are made at the school or district level (Dineen et  al., 2021), 
understanding district administrators’ perceptions of their current 
approaches may offer insight into next steps and necessary supports to 
increase uptake of universal SEB screening in schools. The purpose of 
the present study was to survey a nationally representative sample of 
U.S. public school district administrators to understand whether 
discrepancies exist between the current practices used to identify and 
support students’ SEB needs in schools and those practices believed to 
be ideal. Understanding these perspectives may inform important next 
steps in increasing uptake of universal SEB screening. For example, if 
administrators desire more proactive approaches, systems level support 
(e.g., funding, implementation supports) to guide implementation may 
be  necessary. On the contrary, if administrators are satisfied with 
internal or external referral processes, further investigation into the 
perceived feasibility of universal screening may be warranted. Finally, 
satisfaction with current internal or external referral processes, or a 
desire to implement one of these approaches, may suggest a need to 
develop administrator knowledge and attitudes about identification 
and access to SEB services among students (e.g., Costello et al., 2014) 
and the short- and long-term impacts of unaddressed SEB concerns on 
student success. In addition, we were interested in identifying variables 
that may explain current versus ideal SEB screening practices. Research 
questions were as follows: Do differences exist between district 
administrators’ reported current and ideal approaches to identifying 
and supporting students’ SEB needs? If so, what are the possible 
explanatory variables (personal demographics and beliefs, district 
demographics, usability factors) for these differences?

3 Method

3.1 Participants and data sources

The sample for this study included district administrators 
(N = 1,330) from a nationally representative sample of public-school 
districts who participated in a 2015–16 survey that assessed the 
participants’ understanding, perceptions of, and approaches used to 
identify and support student SEB needs. The survey asked district 
administrators about their current approaches to identifying and 
supporting SEB needs as well as what they believed was the most ideal 
approach to identify and support student SEB needs. The sampling 
frame for the nationally representative survey included public 
elementary and secondary school districts in the United States and was 
developed using the 2013–14 Common Core of Data Local Education 
Agency Universe Survey. After contacting a total of 12,315 district 
administrators, 1,330 total responses were obtained (response rate: 
10.8%; demographics in Table 1). Most survey participants (60%) held 
the title of district superintendent. All others held district-level 
leadership roles (e.g., assistant superintendent, director of pupil 
services). The vast majority (96%) worked in their position full time. 
Throughout the remainder of the article, we refer to participants as 
district administrators. Weights were applied to adjust for nonresponse 
across census region, urbanicity, and district size to establish a nationally 
representative dataset of U.S. public school districts. Additional details 
on the survey design can be found in Marcy et al. (2018).

3.1.1 School district characteristics
Table  2 contains the descriptive results. Most district 

administrators were from non-urban (89.62%) districts. 
Approximately half of districts had both standards (42.71%) and 
universal programs (58.12%) for SEB learning at the elementary or 
secondary level (i.e., indicating what SEB competencies students 
should be able to demonstrate at different grade levels).

3.2 Measures/variables

3.2.1 Current and ideal SEB approach
District administrators were asked to respond to a question about 

their current SEB approach and a question about their ideal SEB 
approach (see Table 3). Response options were screening for all, familiar 
adult nomination, internal referral, teacher intervention, external referral. 
District administrators were guided with explanations of the approaches 
(see Marcy et al., 2018). Descriptions are provided in Dineen et al. (2021), 
with the options ranging from most proactive and preventive (e.g., 
screening for all: every student is included in screening) to least proactive 
and preventive (e.g., external referral: referring for outside assistance). 
Respondents additionally had the opportunity to specify a different 
approach (i.e., Other). The Other category was later coded into “do not 
know,” “another approach,” “prefer not to answer,” or “no approach.” 
Consistent with Dineen et al. (2021), responses were then collapsed into 
three groups to capture (a) standard approaches applied to all students in 
a population (FASA = familiar adult nomination + screening for all), (b) 
internally managed identification methods (IRTI = internal referral + 
teacher intervention), and (c) externally managed or absent processes 
(ERNO = external referral + no approach). Note that “No Approach” 
included 35 of the 94 responses included in the Other category.

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1291898
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Chafouleas et al. 10.3389/feduc.2024.1291898

Frontiers in Education 04 frontiersin.org

3.2.2 Covariates

3.2.2.1 District administrator characteristics
District administrators were asked what percentage of their 

current job responsibilities involved student SEB well-being. 
We  named this covariate “% Job SEB duties” and centered it. In 
addition, we included several scale scores as covariates that capture 
district administrators’ beliefs and understanding of SEB screening 
practices. First, we included a Beliefs scale that is a measure of district 
administrator’s personal beliefs about student SEB problems. The 
Beliefs scale was constructed by using scale scores across three items: 

(1) Student social, emotional, and behavioral problems are a concern, 
(2) Addressing student social, emotional, and behavioral problems 
should be  a priority, and (3) Including social, emotional, and 
behavioral screening procedures is an important step toward 
addressing these problems at school. These items utilized a 5-point 
Likert scale (1 = “do not agree at all,” 5 = “completely agree”). We also 
included the scale scores for five scales from the Usage Rating Profile 
for Supporting Students’ Behavioral Needs (URP-NEEDS: Chafouleas 
et al., 2018). The URP-NEEDS was created to evaluate perceptions of 
usability surrounding school-based approaches to SEB risk 
identification and support. The five URP-NEEDS scales that 
we included as covariates were: Willingness to Change (i.e., the degree 
to which school personnel are open and willing to try new strategies 
and procedures), Knowledge (i.e., the degree to which school personnel 
are confident in their ability to carry out the SEB approach), Feasibility 
(i.e., the degree to which school personnel believe the total time 
required to carry out the SEB approach is manageable), Family-School 
Collaboration (i.e., the degree to which collaboration and 
communication with families is needed to support usage of the SEB 
approach), and External Support (i.e., the degree to which connections 
to community agencies are necessary to implement the SEB approach). 
Further information on the URP-NEEDS scales can be  found in 
Briesch et al. (2020). Each of the six scales were centered. Cronbach’s 
alphas for scores on each of the 6 subscales exceeded 0.70 (see Table 2).

3.2.2.2 District characteristics
We also included several covariates that describe district 

characteristics. We  included sociodemographic district covariates 
such whether the district was categorized as urban (yes or no), the 
average district achievement in third grade math and English language 
arts (centered), the percentage of students eligible for free lunch 
(centered), and the percentage of non-white students in the district 
(centered) (see Table 3). We also included two categorical variables 
that indicated whether the district had universal SEB standards at the 
elementary or secondary level (i.e., indicating what SEB competencies 
students should be able to demonstrate at different grade levels) and 
whether the district had a universal SEB curriculum or program at the 
elementary or secondary level (i.e., Positive Behavioral Interventions 
and Supports; social–emotional learning curriculum).

3.3 Analysis plan: predicting tensions

The focus of this paper is on tensions between district level 
administrators’ current and ideal approaches to identifying and 
supporting students’ SEB needs. Dummy variables were therefore first 
created to identify if each administrator reported positive tensions (i.e., 
a desire to move to a more comprehensive SEB approach), negative 
tensions (i.e., a desire to move to a less comprehensive SEB approach), 
or no tension (i.e., current approach is aligned with ideal approach). 
For the purposes of this study, we considered the most proactive and 
preventive approach to be use of screening (i.e., screening for all or 
familiar adult nomination), as within these approaches schools 
proactively seek to identify and support student needs using internal 
resources. Somewhat less proactive and preventive were the use of 
internal referral or teacher intervention, as both approaches were 
considered more reactive (i.e., wait until problems emerge to assess and 
intervene) but did aim to provide needed supports internally. The least 

TABLE 1 District administrators: respondent characteristics.

Respondent characteristic n %

Gender (female) 574 47.76

Race

 American Indian/Alaskan Native 25 2.38

 MBlack/African American 47 3.98

 White 1,119 93.87

 Other/Unspecified 19 1.60

 Hispanic 36 3.16

Degree level

 Bachelor’s degree 12 1.04

 Master’s degree 206 17.59

 Master’s Plus/Certificate of Advanced Graduate Study 663 53.80

 Doctoral Degree 330 26.61

Current position

 Superintendent 60.00

 Assistant superintendent or director 32.00

 Other/unspecified 8.00

Position before becoming administrator

 Teacher 893 73.82

 Related services provider 429 34.43

 Administrator 203 16.68

 Other 130 10.76

Percent of job dedicated to SEB

 0–20% 553 45.56

 21–40% 283 23.31

 41–60% 131 10.79

 61–80% 133 10.96

 81–100% 114 9.39

M SE

Number of years at current position 5.54 0.15

Years in education 25.77 0.26

Includes unweighted frequencies, weighted percentages, and weighted means and standard 
errors. The “Other/unspecified” race category includes district administrators, who selected the 
Asian, Asian Indian, Native Hawaiian, Other Pacific Islander, and/or Other/unspecified race 
options (due to small numbers of individuals choosing these responses). The “Other/unspecified” 
degree category includes district administrators, who reported earning a high school diploma/
equivalent or Other/unspecified degree, due to small numbers of individuals choosing these 
responses. For position before becoming an administrator: “Teachers” include both classroom 
teachers and unified arts teachers (music, art, physical education, health, library, technology); 
“Related services providers” consist of school counselors, school psychologists, school social 
workers, special education teachers, and speech-language pathologists; “Administrators” 
represent both district and school administrators; and “Other position” suggests the respondent 
worked at the State Department of Education or an Other/unspecified position.
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TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics stratified by current approach.

FASA n  =  189 
(14.21%)

ERNO n  =  188 
(14.14%)

IRTI n  =  829 
(62.33%)

Missing n  =  124 
(9.32%)

Overall 
(n  =  1,330)

Continuous variables M(SD) M(SD) M(SD) % Missing M(SD)

District achievement 0.07(0.87) −0.06(1.00) −0.01(0.97) 11.88 0.00(0.96)

% Eligible for free lunch −0.06(1.92) 0.55(2.09) −0.11(2.03) 2.33 0.00(2.03)

% Non-white −0.01(0.24) 0.00(0.28) 0.01(0.27) 0.00 0.00(0.27)

Beliefs (α = 0.76) 0.00(0.58) −0.11(0.74) 0.05(0.60) 2.86 0.00(0.63)

Knowledge (α = 0.94) 0.18(0.85) −0.30(0.92) 0.03(0.92) 14.74 0.00(0.92)

Willingness to change (α = 0.85) 0.02(0.86) −0.22(0.83) 0.04(0.85) 14.74 0.00(0.85)

Feasibility (α = 0.86) 0.10(1.07) −0.21(0.98) 0.03(1.02) 15.11 0.00(1.03)

Family-school collaboration (α = 0.77) −0.05(0.78) −0.07(0.78) 0.02(0.75) 14.89 0.00(0.76)

External support (α = 0.72) 0.05(0.83) 0.13(0.71) −0.04(0.83) 14.96 0.00(0.82)

% Job SEB duties −0.14(2.77) −0.09(2.83) 0.10(2.80) 8.72 0.00(2.79)

Categorical variables

Urban

 Yes 16(8.47) 9(4.79) 76(9.17) 6(4.84) 107(8.05)

 No [ref] 166(87.83) 176(93.62) 736(88.78) 114 (91.94) 1,192(89.62)

 Missing 7(3.70) 3(1.60) 17(2.05) 4(3.23) 31(2.33)

Standards elementary or secondary

 Yes 81(42.86) 69(36.70) 351(42.34) 51(41.13) 568(42.71)

 No [ref] 80(42.33) 99(52.66) 349(42.10) 40(32.26) 552(41.50)

 Missing 28(14.81) 20(10.64) 129(15.56) 33(26.61) 210(15.79)

Universal programs elementary or secondary

 Yes 117(61.90) 81(43.09) 518(62.48) 57(45.97) 773(58.12)

 No [ref] 49(25.93) 88(46.81) 237(28.59) 39(31.45) 413(31.05)

 Missing 23(12.17) 19(10.11) 74(8.93) 28(22.58) 144(10.83)

The first three columns contain descriptive statistics by current social, emotional, and behavioral (SEB) screening approach. The missing column should be read differently for continuous 
versus categorical variables. For continuous variables, in the missing column, we simply report percent missing (% Missing) for that continuous variable. However, for categorical variables, in 
the missing column, we report the levels of the categorical variables among those district administrators with missing data on current SEB approach (e.g., we can see that most administrators 
with a missing SEB approach were directors with missing race who were not directors of special education and typically resided in districts that were large, urban, and in the south that had 
standards or universal standards less than half the time). The final column includes descriptive statistics for the entire sample.

TABLE 3 District administrator perceptions: ideal and current approaches to social, emotional, and behavioral screening.

Ideal SEB approach

Screening for 
all

Familiar adult 
nomination

Internal 
referral

Teacher 
intervention

External 
referral

Total

n % n % n % n % n % n %

Current 

SEB 

approach

Screening for all 48 3.81 6 0.44 11 0.94 3 0.29 1 0.08 69 5.57

Familiar adult 

nomination

27 2.13 52 4.09 28 2.56 11 0.91 2 0.16 120 9.86

Internal referral 231 17.96 54 4.24 350 27.75 32 2.49 29 2.23 696 54.68

Teacher 

intervention

33 2.49 6 0.46 39 2.91 48 3.95 3 0.28 129 10.08

External referral 47 3.67 12 0.91 51 4.15 4 0.33 39 3.12 153 12.17

Other 38 3.10 9 0.70 35 2.81 7 0.57 5 0.47 94 7.65

Total 424 33.15 139 10.84 514 41.12 105 8.54 79 6.35 1261 100.00

SEB = Social, emotional, and/or behavioral. Responses provided by 1261 District Administrators. Table includes unweighted frequencies and weighted percentages. Columns represent the SEB 
approaches. District Administrators believe schools should take. Rows represent the SEB approaches districts are currently taking, according to the surveyed District Administrators. Light gray 
shading represents FASA = Familiar Adult Nomination or Screening For All approaches. Medium gray shading represents IRTI = Internal Referral or Teacher Intervention approaches. Dark 
gray shading represents ER = External Referral. Other = Combination of “do not know,” “another approach,” “prefer not to answer,” + “no approach”.
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proactive and preventive approaches were external referral and no 
approach, as such approaches either sought to refer concerns outside 
of the school building or did not actively address concerns.

Once the dummy variables were created, we conducted descriptive 
analyses to examine the patterns of positive, negative, and no tensions. 
For some groups, positive or negative tensions were not possible. For 
instance, district administrators whose current SEB approach to 
screening was FASA could only have negative tensions (i.e., the ideal 
approach they selected had to be  less proactive and preventive) 
whereas district administrators whose current SEB approach to 
screening was ERNO could only have positive tensions (i.e., the ideal 
approach they selected had to be more proactive and preventive). 
However, district administrators whose current SEB approach to 
screening was IRTI could have either have a positive or negative 
tension. Therefore, we stratified our sample by whether the district 
administrators’ current approach to SEB screening was FASA, ERNO, 
or IRTI.

We fit two binary logistic regression models and one multinomial 
logistic regression model. The first model predicted positive tension 
versus no tension. For this model, we  only included district 
administrators reporting an ERNO approach. The second model 
predicted negative tension versus no tension. We  only included 
district administrators reporting an FASA approach in this model. 
Finally, the third model was a multinomial logistic regression with a 
nominal categorical outcome consisting of three categories: negative 
tension, no tension (reference group), and positive tension. For this 
model, we only included district administrators reporting an IRTI 
approach. For each analysis, we included several district administrator 
characteristics and district characteristics as covariates (see above for 
descriptions). All analyses were conducted in Stata 17 (StataCorp, 
2021). All analyses were conducted using the sampling weights that 
were developed for the study to account for district non-response 
across census region, urbanicity (five categories), and district size (see 
Marcy et al., 2018). We report the odds ratio for the two binary logistic 
regression models, that is, the ratio of the probability of a positive 
(negative) tension and the probability of no tension with respect to the 
predictor variable in question. An odds ratio greater than one indicates 
that the odds of a positive (negative) tension are greater than no 
tension whereas an odds ratio less than one indicates that the odds of 
no tension are greater. For the multinomial regression model, 
we report the relative risk ratio (RRR) which is a coefficient indicating 
how the likelihood of a positive (negative) tension compared to the 

likelihood of the outcome falling in the referent group (i.e., no tension) 
changes with respect to the variable in question. An RRR greater than 
one indicates that the likelihood of a positive (negative) tension 
relative to the likelihood of the referent group (i.e., no tension) 
increases with respect to the predictor variable in question. In other 
words, a positive (negative) tension is more likely than no tension. An 
RRR less than one indicates that the likelihood of positive (negative) 
tension relative to the likelihood of the referent group (i.e., no tension) 
decreases with respect to the predictor variable in question.

4 Results

4.1 Descriptive analyses

Table 3 presents district administrators’ responses to the questions 
regarding current and ideal SEB approaches. The gray diagonals 
indicate no tension: the current approach and the ideal approach 
match. Negative tensions appear above the diagonal whereas positive 
tensions appear below the diagonal. Table 4 contains the simplified 
table of tensions regarding current SEB approach versus ideal SEB 
approach, which collapses into three groups representing most to least 
proactive and preventive: FASA (familiar adult nomination + 
screening for all), IRTI (internal referral + teacher intervention) and 
ERNO (external referral + no approach).

The majority of district administrators (825, 68.1%) reported 
using IRTI approaches to SEB screening. Of those using IRTI, the 
majority of administrators (469/825, 56.8%) felt that their current 
approach was the ideal approach. When current IRTI administrators 
identified a tension between their current and ideal approaches 
(356/825, 43.2%), they were far more likely to identify FASA as the 
ideal approach (324/356, 91%) than to identify ER as the ideal 
approach (32/356, 9.0%). This means that district administrators using 
IRTI were over 10 times (324/32 = 10.125) more likely to exhibit 
positive tensions than to exhibit negative tensions.

In districts using ERNO, it was only possible to exhibit positive 
tensions or no tensions. Over 78% of the 188 district administrators 
using ERNO exhibited positive tensions (148/188, 78.8%) whereas 
21.2% (40/188, 21.3%) of ERNO district administrators indicated no 
tensions (i.e., that the external referral process was ideal). This means 
that district administrators in ERNO districts were 3.7 times more 
likely to exhibit positive tensions than no tensions (148/40).

TABLE 4 District administrator perceptions: ideal and current approaches to social, emotional, and behavioral screening (using three analytic 
categories).

Ideal SEB approach

FASA IRTI ERNO Total

n % n % n % n %

Current SEB 

approach

FASA 133 11.01 53 4.95 3 0.26 189 16.21

IRTI 324 26.43 469 38.99 32 2.64 825 68.06

ERNO 83 6.86 65 5.51 40 3.35 188 15.72

Total 540 44.29 587 49.45 75 6.25 1202 100.00

SEB = Social, emotional, and/or behavioral. Responses provided by 1,202 District Administrators. Table includes unweighted frequencies and weighted percentages. Columns represent the SEB 
approaches District Administrators believe schools should take. Rows represent the SEB approaches districts are currently taking, according to the surveyed District Administrators. 
FASA = Familiar Adult Nomination or Screening For All approaches. IRTI = Internal Referral or Teacher Intervention approaches. ERNO = External Referral or No Approach to SEB screening. 
Positive tensions (i.e., a desire to move to a more comprehensive SEB approach) are below the gray diagonal. Negative tensions (i.e., a desire to move to a less comprehensive SEB approach) are 
above the gray diagonal.
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In districts using FASA, it was only possible to exhibit negative 
tensions or no tensions. Almost 30% of the FASA districts (56/189, 
29.6%) exhibited negative tensions, and over 70% of the FASA districts 
exhibited no tension (133/189, 70.4%). This means that administrators 
in FASA districts were 2.4 times more likely to exhibit no tensions 
than to exhibit negative tensions (133/56).

Several variables varied by district administrators’ current 
approach to SEB screening. For example, ERNO district administrators 
were on average more likely to have a greater percentage of students 
eligible for free lunch (M = 43%) than either FASA (M = 37%) or IRTI 
(M = 36.5%) district administrators. Similarly, ERNO district 
administrators were on average more likely to have lower beliefs, 
knowledge, willingness to change, and feasibility scores than FASA 
and IRTI administrators. For example, ERNO district administrators 
had lower knowledge scores (M = 3.51, SD = 0.92) than FASA 
(M = 4.00, SD = 0.85) and IRTI (M = 3.84, SD = 0.92) administrators. 
There were also variables that did not vary by district administrators’ 
current approach to SEB screening. For example, on average, the 
percent of non-white students in a district did not vary much by 
current approach to SEB screening.

4.2 Predictors of tensions

4.2.1 Positive tensions for ERNO administrators
Table 5 contains the results for the positive tensions analysis. For 

administrators reporting use of an ERNO approach, there were two 
statistically significant predictors: the beliefs scale and the use of 
universal SEB programs at the elementary or secondary level. Holding 
other variables constant, the presence of universal SEB programs at 

the elementary or secondary level increased the likelihood that district 
administrators reporting an ENRO approach exhibited positive 
tensions. Higher belief scores also increased the likelihood that district 
administrators reporting an ENRO approach exhibited positive 
tensions. That is, as district administrators’ positive beliefs about 
addressing SEB issues in schools increased, they were more likely to 
view a more proactive and preventive approach to identifying and 
supporting students’ SEB needs as desirable. Figure  1 shows the 
relationship between beliefs and positive tensions in ERNO districts. 
For example, the probability of exhibiting tensions was 0.59 for ERNO 
districts without universal SEB programs whose beliefs scores were 
one standard deviation below the mean, but 0.80 for districts without 
universal SEB programs in place whose beliefs scores were one 
standard deviation above the mean. In ERNO districts, when beliefs 
scores were one standard deviation above the mean, the probability of 
endorsing positive tensions was 0.93 if districts had universal SEB 
programs in place, and 0.84 if they did not.

4.2.2 Negative tensions for FASA administrators
Table 5 also contains the results for the negative tensions analysis. 

For district administrators reporting a FASA approach, urbanicity, 
district achievement, universal SEB programs, and beliefs scores were 
statistically significant predictors of negative tensions. That is, holding 
other variables constant, having higher belief scores, universal SEB 
programs at either the elementary or secondary level, or higher 
achievement scores reduced the likelihood that district administrators 
reporting FASA approaches exhibited negative tensions. In addition, 
district administrators in urban FASA districts had a greater likelihood 
of exhibiting negative tensions. Figure  2 graphs the relationships 
among these variables.

TABLE 5 Logistic regression results for positive tensions (ERNO, n  =  115) and negative tensions (FASA, n  =  125).

Positive tensions Negative tensions

B SE B p OR B SE B p OR

Intercept 1.33 0.52 0.01 3.76 −0.03 0.45 0.94 0.97

District characteristics

Urban district −0.95 1.62 0.56 0.39 1.61 0.70 0.02 5.03

% Eligible for free lunch 0.03 0.27 0.92 1.03 −0.17 0.21 0.36 0.85

Achievement −0.09 0.49 0.86 0.92 −0.80 0.37 0.03 0.45

% Non-white students −0.18 1.38 0.90 0.83 −0.19 1.14 0.87 0.83

U-SEB standards EoS −0.51 0.57 0.37 0.60 −0.59 0.49 0.23 0.55

U-SEB program EoS 1.01 0.50 0.04 2.75 −1.25 0.52 0.02 0.29

District administrator characteristics

% Job SEB duties 0.03 0.10 0.73 1.03 −0.03 0.10 0.76 0.97

Beliefs 1.03 0.43 0.02 2.81 −1.28 0.27 0.01 0.28

Knowledge −0.32 0.50 0.52 0.73 0.36 0.43 0.40 1.43

Willingness to change −0.07 0.44 0.88 0.93 −0.64 0.43 0.14 0.53

Feasibility 0.58 0.39 0.14 1.78 −0.01 0.31 0.97 0.99

FS collaboration 0.36 0.42 0.39 1.44 0.59 0.37 0.12 1.80

External support −0.63 0.42 0.14 0.53 0.13 0.31 0.69 1.14

SE = Standard error; OR = odds ratio; Achievement = Mean of third-grade district math achievement and third-grade district reading achievement as created from the Stanford Educational 
Data Archive (Fahle et al., 2017); U-SEB = Universal – Social, Emotional, and Behavioral Screening; EoS = Elementary or Secondary; FS = Family-school. Variables that were statistically 
significant at the p < 0.05 level are in boldface.
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4.2.3 Positive or negative tensions for IRTI 
administrators

Table 6 contains the results for the positive or negative tensions 
analysis for district administrators who reported using an IRTI 
approach. Holding all other variables constant, urbanicity and higher 
belief scores increased the likelihood that district administrators 
reporting an IRTI approach exhibited positive tensions relative to 
those in the no tensions group. Higher knowledge scores, however, 
reduced the likelihood of exhibiting positive tensions. For district 
administrators reporting an IRTI approach, higher percentages of 
non-white students and higher belief scores reduced the likelihood of 
negative tensions, after controlling for other variables in the model. 
The relative risk ratios for the multinomial model are reported in 
Table  6. Figure  3 depicts the probability of exhibiting positive or 
negative tensions for administrators in IRTI districts as a function of 
their beliefs scores. As Figure 3 shows, when IRTI administrators’ 
beliefs scores were one standard deviation above the mean, the 
likelihood of exhibiting positive tensions or no tensions were the 
same. Generally, regardless of their beliefs, the probability of endorsing 
negative tensions was quite low.

5 Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to explore whether 
tensions exist between district administrators’ perceptions of current 
and ideal approaches to supporting students’ SEB needs in a 
nationally representative sample of public school districts. We also 
investigated whether administrator or district characteristics 
predicted tensions or alignment between administrators’ ideal and 
current SEB approaches. Interestingly, nearly half of administrators 
(47%) reported using an approach to SEB screening that was not 

their ideal approach. Whereas the majority of administrators who 
reported using more proactive approaches (i.e., internal referral/
teacher intervention, familiar adult nomination/screening for all) 
perceived their current approach as being the ideal approach, greater 
tensions were identified for those administrators reporting use of 
external referral or no approach. These results are discussed in 
greater detail next.

5.1 District administrators using external 
referral or no approach (ERNO)

Roughly 15% of administrators reported that their districts 
referred students to an outside agency or had no approach to 
identifying student SEB concerns. This group of administrators was 
also less likely to personally view student SEB problems as a concern 
in need of addressing in schools (i.e., beliefs score), as well as less likely 
to believe that school personnel (a) had the knowledge needed to 
carry out their SEB approach (i.e., knowledge score), (b) were willing 
to try new strategies and procedures (i.e., willingness to change score), 
and (c) believed the time needed to carry out their SEB approach was 
reasonable (i.e., feasibility score). Lack of administrator support has 
been identified as a barrier to the implementation of school-based SEB 
programs (e.g., Langley et al., 2010; McDaniel et al., 2017) and may 
suggest the need for administrator training aimed at understanding 
both the SEB needs of their students and the benefits of adopting more 
proactive approaches to addressing these needs. Results suggest that 
such professional development may also be beneficial for school staff 
who may be  unaware of the procedures and benefits of more 
proactive approaches.

Interestingly, nearly 80% of these administrators desired a more 
proactive approach. Higher belief scores regarding the role of schools 

FIGURE 1

Probability of a positive tensions as a function beliefs about SEB concerns (ERNO, n  =  115).
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in addressing SEB concerns and the presence of at least some universal 
SEB programs in the district increased the likelihood that district 
administrators reporting an ENRO approach desired a more proactive 
approach. This is not surprising as the use of universal SEB programs 
in some schools and stronger beliefs scores suggest an openness to 

proactive approaches to supporting students’ needs. These findings 
suggest, however, that these districts and administrators might benefit 
from more tangible systems-level supports (e.g., policy, funding) to 
help them to implement more proactive and comprehensive 
approaches to SEB screening.

FIGURE 2

Probability of negative tensions as a function beliefs about SEB concerns and urbanicity (FASA, n  =  125).

TABLE 6 Multinomial logistic regression results for positive or negative tension (IRTI, n  =  576).

Positive tensions Negative tensions

B SE B p RRR B SE B p RRR

Intercept 1.33 0.52 0.01 3.76 −0.03 0.45 0.94 0.97

District characteristics

 Urban district 0.65 0.30 0.03 1.92 0.48 1.05 0.65 1.62

 % Eligible for free lunch −0.05 0.07 0.47 0.95 0.19 0.18 0.31 1.21

 Achievement −0.03 0.14 0.86 0.98 −0.30 0.32 0.34 0.74

 % Non-white students −0.09 0.45 0.84 0.91 −2.36 1.12 0.04 0.09

 U-SEB standards EoS 0.08 0.20 0.69 1.08 0.15 0.53 0.78 1.16

 U-SEB program EoS −0.31 0.21 0.13 0.73 0.12 0.63 0.85 1.13

District administrator characteristics

 % Job SEB duties −0.07 0.04 0.05 0.93 −0.11 0.09 0.21 0.90

 Beliefs 0.63 0.19 <0.001 1.87 −1.06 0.38 0.01 0.35

 Knowledge −0.60 0.15 <0.001 0.55 −0.07 0.45 0.87 0.93

 Willingness to change 0.11 0.15 0.45 1.12 −0.16 0.41 0.69 0.85

 Feasibility −0.005 0.11 0.97 1.00 −0.46 0.28 0.10 0.63

 FS collaboration −0.07 0.14 0.62 0.93 −0.21 0.48 0.66 0.81

 External support 0.003 0.13 0.98 1.00 0.44 0.42 0.30 1.55

RRR = relative risk ratio; SE = Standard error; U-SEB = Universal, Social, Emotional, and Behavioral; EoS = Elementary or Secondary. The reference group for both positive and negative tension 
estimates is no tension. Variables that were statistically significant at the p < 0.05 level are in boldface.

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2024.1291898
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Chafouleas et al. 10.3389/feduc.2024.1291898

Frontiers in Education 10 frontiersin.org

5.2 District administrators using internal 
referral or teacher intervention (IRTI)

Of the more than two-thirds (68%) of district administrators 
who reported using an internal referral team or teacher-led 
interventions to identify and support student SEB concerns, slightly 
more than half felt that this was the ideal approach as well. Those 
feeling that IRTI was not the ideal approach were much more likely 
to desire a more proactive approach (i.e., screening for all or familiar 
adult nomination) than a more reactive approach (i.e., external 
referral or no approach). District urbanicity and higher district 
administrator beliefs scores increased the likelihood that these 
administrators desired a more proactive and preventive approach. 
For these administrators, these findings suggest that efforts should 
focus on building capacity for implementation (e.g., training, 
resources) as opposed to administrator buy-in. Higher knowledge 
scores (i.e., feeling confident in their ability to carry out the SEB 
approach) reduced the likelihood that administrators desired a more 
proactive approach. It may be that these district administrators felt 
self-efficacious with their current system, and therefore did not 
desire a more proactive approach. Working in districts with a higher 
percentage of non-white students or having stronger beliefs about 
the role of schools in addressing SEB concerns reduced the 
likelihood that district administrators reporting an IRTI approach 
desired a more reactive approach.

5.3 District administrators using familiar 
adult nomination or screening for all (FASA)

Finally, although only 15% of district administrators reported 
using familiar adult nomination or screening for all in their 

district, the vast majority (70%) reported that this was also their 
ideal SEB approach. This aligns with prior findings that 
administrators are satisfied with the usability of these approaches 
(Dineen et al., 2021).

Of note, district urbanicity increased the likelihood that 
district administrators reporting a FASA approach desired a more 
reactive approach. This reflects a shift from results among IRTI 
district administrators, when urbanicity was a significant 
predictor of desiring a more proactive approach. Perhaps those 
working in urban FASA districts are overwhelmed by the 
resources required to screen and provide subsequent supports to 
students. Systems-level supports (e.g., funding, implementation 
support) may be beneficial. District administrators working in 
urban FASA districts may also benefit from collaboration with 
FASA districts of a similar size to brainstorm systems and 
structures that support effective implementation.

Finally, stronger district administrator beliefs about 
addressing SEB concerns in schools, higher levels of district 
achievement, and the presence of universal SEB programs 
reduced the likelihood that district administrators desired a more 
reactive approach. The finding regarding administrator beliefs is 
not surprising and aligns with findings in ERNO and IRTI 
districts as well; the likelihood of desiring a more reactive 
approach to SEB screening was reduced for administrators with 
more positive beliefs about the roles of schools in addressing SEB 
concerns. Concerning district characteristics, those 
administrators in districts with universal SEB programs in place 
may be more likely to see the value of collecting SEB screening 
data. That is, in addition to using screening data to identify 
individual students in need of supplemental intervention, school- 
or grade-wide data can be used to formally assess the effectiveness 
of the universal SEB supports that are in place.
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Probability of positive or negative tensions as a function of beliefs about SEB issues (IRTI, n  =  576).
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5.4 Limitations and directions for future 
research

Although results of this study contribute to our understanding 
of school districts’ approaches to identifying and supporting 
students’ SEB needs, limitations of this study should be noted. First, 
due to the small number of respondents reporting particular SEB 
approaches, we chose to collapse two distinct approaches into one 
category (i.e., familiar adult nomination and screening for 
all = FASA). It is possible that these broader groupings may obscure 
some of the nuances that existed within the narrower categories, or 
that results from some analyses may change with availability of 
larger samples. For example, within the category of IRTI, only 10% 
of respondents indicated that teachers in their school independently 
identified and implemented interventions to address student SEB 
concerns. Given the absence of a central support system (i.e., 
student support team), these respondents may have differed either 
in terms of personal beliefs or district demographics. Second, 
analyses were based on two closed-response questions that asked 
respondents about current and ideal SEB approaches. Although 
we defined tensions as a discrepancy between current and ideal 
approaches, we did not collect qualitative data that would allow 
administrators to (a) speak to whether they felt such tensions and 
(b) explain those tensions, if applicable. Future researchers are 
encouraged to include mixed methods approaches in their data 
collection as qualitative data may provide more explicit directions 
for developing, delivering, and evaluating supports to facilitate 
district administrator decisions and mitigate tensions about SEB 
approaches. Related, it may be useful for future research to further 
distinguish the critical features of a proactive and preventive 
approach to identification and support. Exploring the relative 
contribution, for example, of universal screening versus programs 
or standards could inform directions for targeting systems change. 
In addition, it is important to note that data were collected in 2015–
2016, which is before the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, results 
represent perceptions before the urgency of SEB health escalated. 
Future work may replicate the survey to evaluate changes over time.

5.5 Summary and implications

Low rates of school-based SEB screening have been reported in 
prior studies (Bruhn et al., 2014; Dineen et al., 2021); however, few 
empirical studies have sought to investigate the factors that may help 
to explain implementation (or lack thereof). The current study 
contributes to this literature by highlighting those characteristics of 
both school districts and school district leaders that may be associated 
with desire to change the status quo. Although unique differences in 
results were observed across the three groups (i.e., administrators in 
districts using external referral or no approach, administrators in 
districts using internal referral or teacher intervention, and 
administrators in districts using familiar adult nomination or 
screening for all), one commonality involved the role of administrator 
beliefs. That is, in all cases, district administrators’ more positive 
beliefs regarding the importance of addressing SEB needs in schools 
increased the likelihood that they would desire a more proactive and 
preventive approach to supporting students’ SEB needs. Such results 
align with prior work to identify district administrators as key 

determinants of educational change (e.g., O’Connor and Freeman, 
2012; Freeman et al., 2015) by highlighting the role that administrators’ 
beliefs may play as one potentially important point of intervention for 
supporting change in school practices. Future research is needed to 
explore this finding further and to understand what information and 
conditions may be effective in modifying more resistant beliefs.
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