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Adolescent mental health has become a growing concern, with the prevalence 

of mental health disorders among adolescents rising over the past two 

decades. In response, Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) emerged as a key 

educational framework aimed at helping students understand emotions, 

develop empathy, and make responsible decisions. This systematic review 

examines the effectiveness of SEL programs on adolescents’ mental health. 

Although SEL interventions vary widely in design, the review specifically 

focuses on studies that incorporate the five core competencies categorized by 

the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL). 

After screening two electronic databases, five relevant studies were selected 

for analysis. The findings indicate that SEL programs improve various aspects 

of adolescent mental health, including emotion regulation, reduced 

acceptance of violence, and increased happiness. However, the results also 

suggest SEL interventions must adopt a transformative approach tailored to 

the recipients' needs and educational contexts in order to maximize their 

effectiveness. These findings highlight the importance of implementing SEL 

instruction nationwide through state-level legislation to ensure consistent 

adoption across school districts. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Adolescent mental health issues have come to the 

forefront of modern society, as the prevalence of mental 

health disorders among adolescents, particularly 

depression and anxiety disorder, has notably increased 

from 8.1% in 2009 to 15.8% in 2019.1 In addition, 

instances of suicide planning and attempted suicide have 

also increased. 2 Adolescence is a critical period of 

development, and the study by Kessler et al.3 shows that 

almost half of mental illnesses originate during the mid-

adolescence period.  

Several risk factors contribute to adolescent mental health 

challenges, including low self-esteem, low self-efficacy, 

high trait perfectionism, negative family environments, 

and peer victimization.4 Among these, school climate 

plays a crucial role in fostering mental and emotional 

well-being. Lester and Cross el al.5 highlight that factors 

such as security, connectedness, peer support, and teacher 

relationships are essential for students’ social and 

emotional well-being and behavioral changes. Moreover, 

the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated mental health 

issues among adolescents. A longitudinal study held in 

Europe between October 2020 and May 2021 found that 

adolescents reported increased behavioral problems and 

diminished social-emotional skills due to the pandemic, 

emphasizing the need for social and emotional learning.6 

This underscores the importance of school-based 

intervention programs for adolescent mental health. 

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) is an educational 

framework designed to help young people manage 

emotions, demonstrate empathy, and make responsible 

decisions (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and 

Emotional Learning [CASEL].7 Collaborative for 

Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), an 
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organization that provides SEL programs, defines five 

core competencies for effective SEL programs: self-

awareness, self-management, social awareness, 

relationship skills, and responsible decision-making.7 

These competencies involved in SEL programs are 

known to be an essential component that can enrich 

students in many ways. One research shows that students 

demonstrated positive results in their SEL through 

improved self-efficacy, self-esteem, perseverance, and 

optimism.8 Additionally, SEL competencies are linked to 

reduced emotional distress, increased resiliency, and 

better academic achievements.9 Long-term positive 

effects have also been noted, with SEL lessons benefiting 

students well into their post-graduation lives.10 

Despite these benefits, SEL programs are not universally 

adopted. According to the 2022 CASEL State Scan11, 

only 27 states in the U.S. have adopted K-12 SEL 

competencies, with most guidelines focused on early 

childhood rather than higher-grade levels (Collaborative 

for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, n.d.). 

Research on SEL effectiveness dominantly targets 

elementary school students, while few studies focus on 

secondary education.12 This indicates a need for further 

research to scrutinize the impact of SEL intervention on 

older students, specifically those aged 10 to 19.  

This systematic review aims to evaluate the effects of 

SEL lessons on mental health among adolescents in K -

12 educational levels.  

MATERIALS AND METHODS  

This systematic review followed PRISMA guidelines. It 

conducted a broad search of two different sources, 

PubMed and PsycInfo, using keywords like “Social and 

Emotional Learning,” “SEL,” “Youth,” “Adolescence,” 

“Mental Health,” and “Mental Well-Being” for studies 

published in the past decade (2014-2024). 

 

Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram showing the process of literature review in this study 

Initially, 764 papers were reviewed through skimming, 

leaving 45 studies that are relevant to research topic. 

Then, articles were excluded if studies focused on aspects 

other than mental health, such as economic effectiveness, 

physical changes, or academic achievement. 

Additionally, studies targeting specific groups (e.g., by 

nationality, race, refugee status, or special education 

needs) were excluded. 
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Eligible studies met the following criteria: (1) assessed 

SEL program effectiveness on adolescents’ mental 

health; (2) included the five CASEL competencies (self-

awareness, self-management, social-awareness, relationship 

skills, and responsible decision-making); (3) involved 

adolescents aged 10-19; and (4) were published in 

English. 

Following a full-text review of 7 papers, 5 studies were 

included in the final analysis. Figure 1 illustrates the 

screening process used in this research. 

RESULTS 

Self-Management and Self-Regulation 

For students aged 12 to 15, those who received the SEL 

intervention showed significant improvements in self-

management, which was measured through “Planning 

and Concentration” (p<0.001) and “Anger Coping” 

(p<0.001).13 In addition, students with a mean age of 

13.59 who participated in the SEL program identified a 

greater number of coping strategies (p=0.014).14 

Emotion Regulation and Resilience 

Students with a mean age of 10.34 who underwent a 

three-phase intervention demonstrated significant 

increases in their social-emotional skills, as measured 

through the Self-Report Checklist for Social and Learning 

Behavior (p=0.012).15 Similarly, students with a mean 

age of 12.3 showed improvements in emotional 

regulation, with lower scores on the Difficulties in 

Emotional Regulation Scale (DERS-SF) after receiving 

intervention (p<0.0001).16 Additionally, 78% of these 

students showed a positive change in resiliency, which 

was measured through Resiliency Scales for Children and 

Adolescents (RSCA).16 

Acceptability of Violence 

Among students with a mean age of 13.59, those who 

received the SEL intervention demonstrated greater 

critical thinking and awareness of the violence’s impact 

on victims (p=0.550).14 Similarly, students aged 12 to 15 

who received the intervention also showed significant 

improvements in aggressive normative beliefs (p=0.06).13 

Table 1. Detailed Findings of Reviewed Sources 

Reference Study Design Age 

Range 

Intervention Type Intervention 

Level 

Relevant Outcomes 

Newman 

et al. 

Randomized 

Controlled Trial 

Ranged 

from 12 to 

15 years 

(M=13.5, 

SD=0.68) 

SKY school incorporates 

yoga, stress management 

breath techniques, and SEL-

themed interactive activities. 

SEL themes cover all five 

CASEL core competencies, 

which build psychosocial and 

cognitive skills. Conducted 

through two phases: Phase I is 

an active learning period 

lasting two weeks, eight 

sessions, and Phase II is eight 

1-hour sessions over ten 

weeks. 

Classroom-based Repeated-measures 

ANOVAs demonstrated 

that compared to controls, 

SKY graduates exhibited 

significant improvements 

in emotion regulation, 

planning and concentration, 

and distractibility. After 3 

months, significant 

improvements were 

evidenced in emotion 

regulation, planning and 

concentration, identity 

formation, and aggressive 

normative beliefs. 

Pollak et 

al. 

Prospective Mean age 

of 10.34 

(SD=0.76) 

“You, Me and the Little 

Monsters” conducted through 

eight sessions; targeting 

competencies such as 

emotional vocabulary, 

emotion regulation, classroom 

rules, interpersonal empathy, 

communication skills, conflict 

resolution strategies, 

bystander-effect support 

strategies, and prosocial 

behavior strategies. This 

program satisfied all five core 

competencies of CASEL. 

Universal and 

school-based 

Universal, school-based 

social-emotional learning 

programs are effective 

approaches to supporting 

peer relationships during 

school transitions. 

Crooks et 

al. 

Randomized 

Controlled Trial 

Mean age 

of 13.59 

(SD=4.42) 

An adaptation of The Fourth 

R, a program that promotes 

healthy relationships and 

targets peer and dating 

School-based At post-test, students in 

intervention 

schools reported higher 

average knowledge of 
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violence, was conducted in the 

school context. As an SEL 

approach, the program aimed 

to develop students' capacities 

to well-adjust in school. Role-

playing was heavily used 

during sessions, and the 

program satisfied all five 

CASEL core competencies. 

violence, demonstrated 

greater critical thinking and 

awareness related to the 

impact of violence on 

victims and identified a 

great number of positive 

coping strategies for stress 

than students in control 

schools. 

Green et 

al. 

Prospective Mean age 

of 12.3 

SPARK Curricula is designed 

to reduce risk factors, build 

resiliency, promote emotional 

well-being, and facilitate 

school success in elementary, 

middle, and high school 

students, further satisfying all 

five core competencies of 

CASEL. The program was 

conducted over two semesters 

(Spring 2018-2019 and Fall 

2019-2020), with 12 sessions 

each. 

School-based Results revealed that 

students who received the 

curriculum showed 

significant improvements 

in knowledge of curriculum 

content and principles, 

communication, decision‐

making, problem‐solving 

skills, emotional regulation, 

and resilience compared to 

students in the comparison 

condition. 

Sousa et 

al. 25 

Prospective Mean age 

of 12.96 

The program was sourced 

from the PAUMS (Positive 

Attitude Upper Middle School 

Program) SEL program, which 

satisfied all five core 

competencies of CASEL. It is 

implemented during the first 

semester of the school year, 

with 13 weekly sessions. 

Classroom-based Analyses showed positive 

intervention results in self- 

and teacher-reported social 

withdrawal and social 

anxiety. Regarding school 

climate, intervention group 

students with more positive 

teacher-student 

relationships benefitted 

more from program 

participation in social 

anxiety. 

DISCUSSION 

Adolescence is a developmental phase marked by 

physical, emotional, and social changes that increase 

vulnerability to mental health risks.17 This bolsters the 

need for appropriate social and emotional learning (SEL) 

programs for higher-grade adolescents. Effective SEL 

interventions must consider various factors, including 

program quality, participant needs, teacher capabilities, 

school context, and organizational capacity.18 For 

instance, a transformative SEL framework may be 

necessary for immigrant students facing different 

stressors.19 In another example, adjustments are needed to 

address disparities in program completion across 

different classes.15 

To maximize the effectiveness of SEL, programs led by 

teachers are cost-efficient and preferred by students.20-21 

Programs that address pre-existing classroom problems 

are also more successful.15 For example, one study 

suggests that graduates from SKY schools, whose 

programs integrate concrete breathing techniques into 

SEL lessons, have been shown to improve identity 

formation, planning, concentration, and aggressive 

normative beliefs.13 These findings suggest that 

modifying SEL programs can significantly boost their 

effectiveness. 

Still, there is a lack of studies that show the effectiveness 

of the SEL program on social anxiety, though one study 

noted positive effects on social withdrawa.12 

Furthermore, animal-assisted SEL programs like the 

OverCome-AAI program have been shown to reduce 

suicidal behavior and non-suicidal self-harm among 

young people in residential care settings.22 These results 

indicate the benefits of adapting SEL to different contexts 

to maximize its impact. Likewise, universal SEL 

programs require a low level of investment, but it results 

in significantly greater health benefits, indicating cost-

effectiveness.23 

Given the benefits of SEL lessons for higher-grade 

adolescents, strengthening legislative support is crucial. 

For instance, Washington State’s House Bill 2239, 

though not yet passed, aims to provide SEL instructions 

and funding to school districts and prioritize marginalized 

communities in implementing SEL.24 
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Legislative efforts like this bill will ensure that more 

students will be able to manage their emotions 

effectively, addressing the increasing concerns 

surrounding youth mental health. 

CONCLUSION 

Overall, implementing SEL programs for higher-grade 

adolescents offers diverse mental health benefits, 

including improved emotion regulation, reduced 

acceptance of violence, and increased happiness. 

However, further research should be done to maintain a 

broader range of literature reviews and explore additional 

outcomes. Further studies may investigate Positive Youth 

Development (PYD) interventions, which share 

similarities with SEL and have been proven effective in 

various aspects. It may also inspect those interventions’ 

associations with academic improvement, biological 

factors, and suicide prevention. This research highlights 

the positive impact of SEL on higher-grade students’ 

mental health and calls for widespread SEL 

implementation across school districts nationwide. 
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