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Abstract: There is compelling evidence that early school intervention programs enhance children’s
development of life skills, with a positive knock-on effect on their behaviors and academic outcomes.
To date, most universal interventions have displayed gains in children’s social-emotional compe-
tencies with a limited reduction in problem behaviors. This may depend on programs’ curricula
focused to a greater extent on preschoolers’ social-emotional competencies rather than problem
behaviors. Promoting Mental Health at Schools (PROMEHS) is a European, school-based, universal
mental health program explicitly focused on both promoting students” mental health and preventing
negative conduct by adopting a whole-school approach. In this study, we set out to evaluate the
effectiveness of the program for Italian and Portuguese preschoolers. We recruited 784 children
(age range = 4-5 years), assigning them to either an experimental group (six months’ participation
in the PROMEHS program under the guidance of their teachers, who had received ad hoc train-
ing) or a waiting list group (no intervention). We found that PROMEHS improved preschoolers’
social-emotional learning (SEL) competencies, prosocial behavior, and academic outcomes. The more
practical activities were carried out at school, the more children’s SEL competencies increased, and
the more their internalizing and externalizing behaviors decreased. Furthermore, marginalized and
disadvantaged children were those who benefited most from the program, displaying both greater
improvements in SEL and more marked decreases in internalizing problems compared to the rest of
the sample.

Keywords: social-emotional learning; prosocial behavior; problem behaviors; academic outcomes;
school mental health, PROMEHS

1. Introduction

Crucially, the first six years of life lay the ground for children’s cognitive, physical,
linguistic, and social-emotional development. Early childhood experiences in the home and
in extra-familial settings can shape the foundations of subsequent developmental stages [1].
Given that both innate and environmental factors play a role in development, adults can
foster abilities and competencies with the potential to influence children’s mental health
and habits over time. While parents bear much of the responsibility for this process and
can impact their child’s adjustment [2,3], it must be recognized that teachers and educators
can also influence children’s overall development. Currently, almost a third of European
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children under 3 years of age are enrolled in formal childcare [4] while 93% of children over
the age of 3 attend early childhood education and care services [5]. Thus, for the majority of
children, preschool is the first educational service to be accessed outside the home, making
educational facilities ideal venues for supporting children’s acquisition of life skills.

Among such skills, social-emotional competencies have been shown to protect against
mental health issues [6-9], highlighting the importance of early social-emotional learning
(SEL). SEL is defined as the process through which individuals acquire the knowledge,
skills, and attitudes implicated in five inter-related social-emotional competencies: self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-
making [10,11]. These five social-emotional competencies retain their core status across the
life span, but their content changes as a function of age-related developmental tasks [12].

Self-awareness includes the ability to accurately recognize one’s own internal states,
strengths, and weaknesses and how these can influence one’s behaviors. After the age of
1 year, children begin—amongst other self-aware behaviors—to name themselves (using
the proper noun “I” or the terms “mine”, “me”, “myself”), recognize themselves (e.g., in the
mirror or in photographs), and express their internal states [13,14]. During the preschool
years, they display additional signs of self-awareness, including increasing ability to label
their more complex feelings, to identify both internal and external causes for their emotions,
to describe their interests and what they are good and not good at, and to reflect on the
reasons why they act in a certain way, all thanks to the ongoing parallel development of
their linguistic and social cognition skills [15-17].

Another competence that largely concerns the individual is self-management, which
encompasses the ability to efficiently manage one’s own emotions, thoughts, and behaviors,
as well as to set and act to achieve goals. Mastering these abilities makes it possible to
control automatic and inappropriate responses, which are common during the first years of
life. Children early acquire self-regulation strategies (e.g., thumb sucking, hiding, turning
away in situations where they do not feel at ease), but in most cases they need help from
adults to compensate for their as-yet basic abilities [18]. During the preschool years, they
gradually acquire increasingly complex strategies (such as explaining their own desires,
goals, or needs, engaging with others’ points of view and feelings during conflicts, being
persistent in completing difficult tasks, distraction) for managing stressful situations by
themselves and controlling their reactions when interacting with peers. Initially, children
may struggle to implement these strategies successfully and thus continue to require co-
regulation from their caregivers in order to calm down, achieve pre-defined goals, or adapt
their behaviors [19,20].

Another social-emotional competence is responsible decision-making, which includes
the ability to realistically evaluate the consequences of one’s choices for self and others.
It implies the application of moral and ethical principles when deciding how to act in
everyday life situations. For example, a preschooler might judge that stealing a toy from
another child would be unfair and could lead to a fight, and thus choose to seek out another
toy or object; or, they could reprimand a peer at the playground for climbing backwards up
the slide rather than taking the ladder, pointing out that this is dangerous, or unfair to the
other children queuing to use the slide. These examples reflect preschoolers’ understanding
of social norms, values, shared commitments within a community, and reciprocal respect,
which helps them to successfully adjust to their social environment. In the early years
of life, children internalize the rules of adults about what is right and wrong and act
accordingly, but from 3 years onwards they demonstrate a complex understanding of their
own and actively enforce social norms. For example, they correct one another’s behavior,
both during games with explicit rules and during pretend play [21,22]. Furthermore, they
protest when a third party’s property rights are violated [23]. Thus, children enforce
social norms whether or not they are directly involved in an interaction, implying an early
tendency to act appropriately in social situations with a view to maintaining the integrity
and wellbeing of their social group [24].
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To morally judge another individual and evaluate the consequences of that person’s
actions, the child needs to acquire and integrate information about what other people think,
desire, want to achieve, etc. [25]. Understanding the minds of others is a prerequisite for
social awareness, which is defined as the ability to adopt the perspectives of others and
be empathetic toward others, including those with different personal and socio-cultural
backgrounds. These capacities develop very early [26], and by the preschool years, the
child has acquired the ability to explicitly reflect on the actions of others and to explain the
behavior of interlocutors by inferring their feelings, thoughts, beliefs, perceptions, etc. [27].

By adopting others’ perspectives and experiencing others” mental states, children
further enhance their relationship skills, which encompass the tendency to create, maintain,
and repair positive relationships. Indeed, they gradually acquire the ability to effectively
communicate, listen to others, solve conflicts, cooperate with others, and offer and request
help as appropriate. Having a wide variety of interactions both at home and in extra-
familial contexts helps children to experience different kinds of relationships, both with
peers and adults, and to identify effective strategies. For example, the child will learn to
negotiate, identify a compromise, or apologize in order to solve conflicts with siblings
or peers. They will learn to offer help or comfort to someone who is in distress (e.g., by
drawing, hugging, or listening to an interlocutor). Thanks to attitudes and behaviors such
as these, children are perceived as friendly, and are more likely to be popular with their
peers and less likely to suffer peer rejection [28].

Although the five social-emotional competencies just outlined are acquired spon-
taneously, they are also malleable and susceptible to improvement by means of early
intervention [29-31]. Children generally spend a significant amount of time at school, while
preschool educational settings allow teachers more freedom to integrate SEL practices
and activities into their daily routine. There is evidence that early interventions are more
effective in the promotion of social-emotional competencies compared to those carried
out with older students [32]. Furthermore, as illustrated in the next section, participation
in SEL programs produces long-lasting benefits, including the prevention of negative
psychological and behavioral outcomes [33].

1.1. SEL Competencies and Mental Health

There is evidence that children’s mental health—a multidimensional construct that
encompasses multiple aspects of psychological and social functioning [34,35]—is associated
with their development of social-emotional competencies. Indeed, more advanced social-
emotional competencies are associated with enhanced positive outcomes (e.g., prosocial
behaviors) and also help to prevent problematic behaviors such as internalizing (e.g., anx-
iety, social withdrawal) and externalizing (e.g., aggression, hyperactivity) issues. For
example, numerous studies have identified positive associations between children’s social
awareness and their propensity to engage in prosocial conducts such as sharing, helping,
comforting, mediating, and cooperating [36-39]. Self-management also has been associated
with positive behavioral outcomes [40,41]. Gender-related differences have been reported,
with girls obtaining higher ratings for both SEL competencies and prosocial behaviors
compared to boys [38,40]. With regard to problem behaviors in preschoolers, children’s
SEL skills have been reported to be negatively associated with both internalizing and
externalizing problems [42-44]. In this relationship, gender may play a role. Maguire
et al. identified similar overall patterns for boys and girls (aged 4-6 years) in terms of the
association between emotional competencies and problem behaviors, but poorer emotion
understanding was associated with more externalizing behaviors in boys and more in-
ternalizing behaviors in girls. Furthermore, males engaged in fewer prosocial and more
externalizing behaviors than did females [45].

Further evidence for the association between social-emotional competencies and
mental health has been outlined in studies on the impact of SEL programs and other forms
of intervention focused on emotion [31,46,47]. Meta-analyses and systematic reviews have
usefully collated and reinforced the conclusions of primary studies, showing that SEL
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programs significantly increased positive social behaviors and reduced both internalizing
and externalizing problems [8,48-50], with greater effects in younger students [32,51], thus
adding to the evidence that social-emotional competencies protect against the onset of
mental health issues.

1.2. Children’s Mental Health and Early Learning Outcomes

An extensive body of research suggests that preschoolers’ mental health is linked
with several early learning outcomes, both concurrently and predictively over time [52].
Children who start kindergarten with greater competence in managing their own and
others” emotions, and the ability to establish and maintain healthy relationships with peers
and adults, display successful early school adjustment [53-56]. Specifically, preschoolers’
social-emotional competencies are strongly associated with their level of school readiness
(e.g., literacy and numeracy skills), even after controlling for cognitive ability and family
background [57-59]. Conversely, preschoolers who lack developmentally appropriate
social-emotional competencies tend to participate less in classroom activities, displaying
poorer motivation and greater difficulty performing early academic tasks [60,61]. No-
tably, boys tend to score more poorly on assessments of these behaviors and attitudes at
school [62]. Deficits may persist across the elementary and secondary years, increasing the
risk of subsequent school dropout [63-65]. In general, studies such as those outlined have
suggested that early intervention in support of children’s mental health is valuable because
it not only enhances students” wellbeing but also boosts their levels of achievement in the
short and long term [66,67].

1.3. School-Based Interventions in Preschool Settings and the PROMEHS Program

Over the last three decades, an increasing number of evidence-based mental health
programs for students—a type of intervention that was initially developed in the United
States—have been conducted worldwide [34]. Mental health programs can be designed to
promote different social-emotional abilities (e.g., communication, empathy) and prevent
specific behaviors, difficulties, or disorders (e.g., bullying, anxiety, violence), depending on
their theoretical underpinnings and specific goals, and on whether they are delivered as
universal (i.e., Tier 1) or targeted (i.e., Tier 2) interventions—that is to say, whether they are
for all students or only for those displaying signs of mental health difficulties [68-70].

Most mental health interventions for preschoolers have focused on fostering social-
emotional competencies, offering children psychological, social, cultural, and physical
resources for coping with stress and challenges and for building psychological wellbe-
ing [71,72]. As such, these programs have typically been developed to enhance protective
factors for mental health rather than to reduce or address existing challenging behav-
iors [49]. A large meta-analysis by Blewitt et al. of 63 universal interventions carried out
in early childhood education and care centers showed that participation was associated
with major improvements in positive proximal outcomes (e.g., social-emotional competen-
cies), whereas smaller or no effects were observed in terms of decreased distal outcomes
(e.g., challenging behaviors) [73]. The learning process necessary to display positive be-
haviors may require more time because the child has to integrate the new skills and adjust
behaviors into everyday life. Thus, it is possible that distal outcomes may be delayed and
could be more strongly appreciated after a few months, especially if parents are involved
in the implementation and should change their attitudes and behaviors as well [74].

In this regard, multi-focused interventions that combine initiatives for children, teach-
ers, and parents have showed to be effective in promoting children’s competencies and
decreasing their problem behaviors [75,76]. Adults’ joint work and alignment on the best
practices can enhance children’s development and the generalization of acquired skills to
their everyday lives. In this perspective, principals also play a crucial role in the school set-
ting because they can provide foundational support to the school community and reinforce
the best practices. Therefore, the involvement of the whole school community should be
valued in school-based interventions [77].
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Additionally, as universal interventions address all students, at-risk children can bene-
fit from the programs that are delivered at school. Most previous universal interventions on
preschoolers have also evaluated the effectiveness of programs on disadvantaged children,
identified with contextual criteria such as low socio-economic status and free/reduced-
price lunches [32,49,50,75,76,78], belonging to ethnic minorities [49,50,76], and living in
unsafe and violent neighborhoods [50]. Parental factors including education level [75],
mental health issues, and inappropriate parenting practices [76] have also been considered.
On the other hand, children with diagnosed mental health problems, special education
needs, and disabilities have been scarcely included in the at-risk category [48,75,76], despite
it being necessary to pay attention to them to minimize negative consequences, especially
in the first years of life [1].

In light of these premises, further research is needed to develop and deliver universal
programs adopting a whole-school approach that includes activities to both promoting
preschoolers’” competencies and reducing their behavioral problems. PROMEHS was in-
tended to fill this gap. The program was developed within the Erasmus+ Key Action
3 project entitled “Promoting Mental Health at Schools” (PROMEHS), co-funded by the
European Commission. The aim of the project was to develop, implement, and evaluate a
school-based, universal mental health curriculum for European students from 3 to 18 years
of age. The project involved researchers, policymakers, and stakeholders from seven coun-
tries, namely Italy, Malta, Latvia, Croatia, Greece, Romania, and Portugal. The effectiveness
of the PROMEHS program has already been assessed in relation to the entire international
sample of teachers [79] and students from kindergarten through high school [80], Greek [81]
and Portuguese [82] students from kindergarten through high school, and Romanian high-
schoolers [83]. The effectiveness of implementing PROMEHS with preschoolers specifically
has only been documented with Latvian children [46].

The PROMEHS program offers multiple positive features, which reflect the highest,
state-of-the-art standards for evidence-based interventions [84]. For example, as earlier
stated, it was designed to both foster competence and reduce mental health issues. Indeed,
the theoretical framework within which the program was developed covers three themes:
the promotion of social-emotional competencies, the promotion of resilience, and the pre-
vention of social, emotional, and behavioral problems [34]. This framework also envisages a
whole-school approach, whereby key stakeholders in children’s mental health (i.e., teachers,
school leaders, and parents) are involved in the intervention. More specifically, the program
consists of a training course and supervision sessions for teachers to ensure that they assim-
ilate the theoretical concepts informing the program and reliably implement the relative
practical activities in the classroom. This means that the teachers are empowered to deliver
the program firsthand, with no direct involvement on the part of the researchers. The
program also targets school leaders and parents, through dedicated encounters designed
to provide them with knowledge and practical strategies for promoting children’s mental
health at school and at home. Involving all these parties enables a joint effort whereby all
the adults with a significant role in the children’s education and care can adopt current
best practices, thus facilitating the children’s acquisition of competencies and adoption of
positive behaviors across different settings [49,85,86]. Another strength of PROMEHS is
that the children themselves are actively involved, which further increases the program’s
chances of being effective [32]. Specifically, the program entails an experiential approach
to learning, such that the children are informed by their teachers about the aims of the
classroom activities and are engaged in the learning process by means of self-reflection
exercises, games, group discussions, and other practical activities, as illustrated in the ad
hoc handbooks. The key features of PROMEHS are summarized in Appendix A.

1.4. The Present Study

Given the need for high-quality, evidence-based intervention programs for early years
education settings [32,51,87], the aim of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of
PROMEHS when implemented with preschoolers in terms of (1) whether the preschoolers
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that participated in the program would display gains in their SEL competencies and proso-
cial conduct, and reductions in their internalizing and externalizing behaviors; (2) because
the literature suggests that SEL programs can enhance school success, whether PROMEHS
would lead to gains in the preschoolers” academic outcomes; (3) whether dosage (i.e., the
number of program activities actually conducted at school) impacted the effectiveness of
PROMEHS; and (4) whether the program yielded greater benefits for at-risk (i.e., marginal-
ized and disadvantaged) children, who typically draw greater gains from participating in
SEL interventions.

We hypothesized that the preschoolers who participated in PROMEHS would benefit
from it in terms of increased SEL, positive conduct (i.e., prosocial behavior), and school suc-
cess. We expected that the children’s mental health issues (i.e., internalizing and externalizing
problems) would diminish following participation in the program. We predicted that these
positive effects would vary as a function of the number of program activities delivered in
the classroom, such that children who had the opportunity to engage in a higher number of
practical activities would draw greater benefit from taking part in the program. Finally, we hy-
pothesized that at-risk children would display greater improvements following participation
in the program than would their less-disadvantaged peers.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The initial sample consisted of 829 participants, but 116 children (14%) dropped out
because they moved to another school or teachers did not complete the post-test, so they
were excluded from the dataset. Therefore, participants in the study were 784 preschool-
ers (413 girls) aged between 4 and 5 years. They were recruited at 21 public or private
kindergartens in Italy (12 school clusters, 439 children) and Portugal (9 school clusters,
345 children), after a formal agreement had been stipulated with the school principals.
School clusters are the most common structures in both Italian and Portuguese education
systems. They are multi-site schools, with a headquarter in the most populous town and
different school sites in the surrounding smaller towns. They host children from kinder-
garten to middle secondary school. Schools of a cluster have the same principal and share
the same organizational and administrative framework, driven by the guidelines of the
Ministry of Education. Given this similar structure of Italian and Portuguese schools, we
decided to focus on preschoolers in these two countries in the current study, within a wider
schedule of data analyses that involve the whole PROMEHS network.

Participants who belonged to a marginalized or disadvantaged group (e.g., low socio-
economic status, ethnic minority, disability, etc.) represented 14.1% (n = 110) of the sample,
with 10.2% (n = 70) of the sample suffering from a degree of marginalization or disadvantage
that was rated by their teachers as quite or very severe (e.g., children with a diagnosed
disorder, an individualized educational plan, and a special-needs teacher). In addition
to the preschoolers, the study also involved 107 teachers (99% women) from across the
21 kindergartens. Most of the teachers (48.9%) were aged 50 years or over, 26% were aged
40-49 years, 19.8% were aged 30-39 years, and only 5.2% ranged between 18 and 29 years
of age. In terms of teacher—student contact, the majority of the children (71.6%) spent 9 h or
more with the participating teachers; 24% of children spent between 5 and 8 h with their
teacher and only 4.4% spent less than 4 h per week. Schools—not the participants—were
randomly assigned to the experimental group (11 school clusters; 6 Italian and 5 Portuguese
schools) or waiting list control group (10 school clusters; 6 Italian and 4 Portuguese schools),
which numbered 519 and 265 children, respectively. Participants received no financial
rewards for joining the study and were free to withdraw at any time.

2.2. Research Design and Procedure

The study consisted of three phases: pre-test, intervention, and post-test. The pre-
and post-testing was conducted at the beginning and end of the 2020/2021 school year,
respectively. The intervention consisted of (A) teacher training; (B) implementation of the
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classroom curriculum; (C) implementation of the home curriculum; (D) teacher supervision;
(E) parent training; (F) meetings with headteachers. Each of these components is described
in depth below.

(A) The teachers in the experimental group received 16 h of online training over
a one/two-month period (2—4 h per week, according to teachers’ school commitments).
They were presented with theoretical knowledge about the mental health of teachers and
students (i.e., definition and main facts, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, stress and
burnout, improving teachers’ social-emotional competencies and resilience), provided with
a set of PROMEHS manuals, and instructed about the practical aspects of implementing
the PROMEHS curriculum (i.e., examples of PROMEHS practical activities to be carried
out with children at school and home). The training sessions were interactive and gave
the teachers the opportunity to reflect on the training contents both individually and with
colleagues. During the last session, teachers rated the usefulness of the training and their
readiness to implement the program [88]. The trainers were psychologists, psychomotor
therapists, and education specialists with expertise in teacher training and mental health
promotion in school settings. They also completed some monitoring measures before,
during, and at the end of the teacher training [88].

(B) Next, the teachers implemented the PROMEHS curriculum with their students
in the classroom over twelve weeks, aiming to carry out one handbook activity per week.
They implemented the activities when all or most children were present in the classroom,
so the attendance rate was always high (90-95%). Among the 29 activities of the handbook,
teachers were free to choose the ones that best targeted their students’ needs or were in
harmony with the current academic content. The activities featured storytelling, games,
songs, role-playing, etc., to support children’s SEL (e.g., understanding the relationship
between emotions, thoughts, and behaviors; improving effective strategies to manage
emotions; developing perspective-taking and empathy; managing disagreements and
solving conflicts with others; understanding and respecting norms and rules) and the
acquisition of resilience skills (e.g., to deal with challenges, such as negative peer pressure,
and traumatic experiences, such as loss and bereavement), and to prevent social, emotional,
and behavioral problems (e.g., anxiety and school phobia, hyperactivity, at-risk behaviors
that can cause body injuries). Each activity lasted approximately 1-2 h (see an example of
PROMEHS activity for the classroom setting in File S1 [89]).

(C) To further strengthen the children’s acquisition of the target competencies, over the
twelve-week period teachers also asked the parents to engage their children in the activities
outlined in the home handbook (see an example of PROMEHS activity to be carried out at
home in File S2 [90]). The home activities were connected to the ones implemented in the
classroom and addressed the same skills. All home activities had a similar structure, that is
a brief introduction about the activity that was carried out at school followed by the request
to engage in parent—child conversations combined with a drawing, game, cartoon movie,
worksheet, etc., to transfer the new skills also into extra-school settings. Each activity
approximately required 30 min to be completed.

(D) To ensure that the PROMEHS program was implemented as intended, the trainers
set up three/four supervision sessions (approximately one per month) with groups of
teachers, for a total of 9 h. The purpose of these encounters was to learn what activities the
teachers had carried out with children, what activities children had carried out with their
parents and then had been discussed in the classroom, what challenges teachers had met,
and what changes they observed, and to provide any support the teachers required. Both
qualitative and quantitative measures as checklists, self-reflection forms, and questionnaires
were adopted during these sessions to monitor teachers’ and trainers” work [88].

(E) To enhance the program’s effectiveness, we adopted a systemic approach. Thus,
in addition to directly involving the children’s teachers, the trainers also dedicated six
hours to individual meetings with the headteacher of each of the schools. These meetings
occurred on-site at school or remotely through phone calls approximately once per month.
Trainers provided headteachers with theoretical knowledge about school mental health
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(i.e., definition and main facts, the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic, existing educational
policies), briefed them about the importance of school mental health and means of support-
ing it (e.g., improving teachers’ mental health and school climate, reflecting on actions to
enable a change process).

(F) At each school, trainers also scheduled three online sessions with parents (one per
month, with a total duration of six hours) with a view to legitimizing mental health and
engaging families in the implementation of PROMEHS activities. These webinars were
interactive and gave the parents the opportunity to reflect on their skills and competencies.
The first session aimed to illustrate the school mental health framework and to understand
the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic. During the second webinar, parents were asked
to reflect on the best practices to support mental health at home (e.g., improving their
social-emotional competencies, and being aware of their emotional socialization practices).
Finally, the last session pointed to showing how to implement the PROMEHS curriculum
at home through examples of practical activities. During this webinar, teachers were also
asked to rate the usefulness of meetings and handbooks and to identify changes they
observed in their children [88]. The attendance rate of parents at the three sessions was 41%
(213 parents).

Overall, the intervention lasted six months from December 2020 to May 2021. To
ensure the fidelity and the quality of the program, the same general procedure and training
content was deployed in the two countries. Following the monitoring protocol of the
PROMEHS program, both teachers and trainers were asked to complete checklists, scales,
and other measures (open- and closed-ended questions) to track their adherence to planned
activities [88].

2.3. Measures

After providing their informed consent, the teachers completed three online question-
naires about children. The details of these instruments are as follows:

Social Skills Improvement System, Social Emotional Learning Edition Brief Scales—Student
Form (SSIS-SELDb-S) [91]. This questionnaire assesses children’s SEL competencies and
comprises 20 items rated on a 4-point Likert scale (from 1, “not true” to 4, “very true”). It
yields a composite score ranging from 20 to 80, and five sub-scores corresponding to the
different domains of SEL, namely Self-Awareness, Self-Management, Social Awareness,
Relationship Skills, and Responsible Decision-Making (with the score for each ranging
from 4 to 16). In the case of the original instrument, Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficients
were 0.91 for the composite score, and between 0.67 and 0.72 for the five subscales [92,93].
In the current study, at the pre-test stage, we obtained Cronbach’s alphas of 0.94 for the
composite score and between 0.74 and 0.83 for the five subscales. At post-test, Cronbach’s
alphas were 0.94 for the composite score and between 0.73 and 0.83 for the five subscales.

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) [94]. This instrument measures children’s
mental health and consists of 25 items to be rated on a 3-point Likert scale (from 0, “not
true” to 2, “certainly true”). It yields three scores: for Prosocial behavior (5 items; score
ranging from 0 to 10), Internalizing problems (10 items; score ranging from 0 to 20), and
Externalizing problems (10 items; score ranging from 0 to 20). The Cronbach’s alphas
obtained for the original scales were 0.66 for Prosocial behavior, 0.66 for Internalizing
problems, and 0.76 for Externalizing problems [95]. At the pre-test stage of the current
study, Cronbach’s alphas were 0.90 for Prosocial behavior, 0.93 for Internalizing problems,
and 0.92 for Externalizing problems. At post-test, Cronbach’s alphas were 0.92 for Prosocial
behavior, 0.94 for Internalizing problems, and 0.93 for Externalizing problems.

Academic Outcomes Questionnaire. We developed this scale ad hoc to measure three
dimensions of children’s learning outcomes via three items asking the teacher to rate each
students’ academic learning in terms of Motivation at school, Engagement with the learning
process, and Academic performance, on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1, “very weak” to 5,
“very good”) [80]. In addition to the three sub-scores, the scale also yields a composite score
(e = 0.95 both at pre- and post-test).
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2.4. Data Analysis

All statistical analyses were performed using SPSS Version 28 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY,
USA). Children were matched by code to combine the pre- and post-test scores. Prior to
analyzing the efficacy of PROMEHS, we conducted standard data-cleaning procedures. The
number of missing values was under 3%, thus the listwise deletion approach was adopted [96].
Furthermore, we assessed the distribution of the data for each of the study measures. None
of the kurtosis or skewness values exceeded the recommended limits [—1, +1]. Next, we
computed the main descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations. In order to verify whether
the two groups were equivalent prior to the intervention, we ran a series of analyses of variance
(ANOVAs) to compare the children’s performances at pre-test as a function of group condition.
To verify the impact of the intervention on children’s SEL competencies, prosocial behavior,
problem behaviors, and academic outcomes we ran a series of repeated-measures multivariate
analysis of variance (MANCOVAs) with the following independent variables: time (pre-test
or post-test) as a within-subject factor and group condition (experimental or waiting list
group) as a between-subject factor. The dependent variables measured at two-time points
were SEL competencies (total score and five subscale scores), prosocial behavior, internalizing
and externalizing problems, and academic outcomes (total score and three subscale scores).
Gender was included as a covariate.

We next conducted correlational analyses to investigate whether the improvement
displayed by the experimental group following the intervention was related to dosage
of the program—in terms of the number of activities effectively implemented with the
participating children. We calculated pre- to post-test changes in the variables under study
by subtracting children’s pre-test scores from post-test scores.

Finally, a series of ANOVAs was conducted to test the effect of the intervention as a
function of participants’ risk status (marginalized and disadvantaged or not).

3. Results

Descriptive statistics are reported in Table 1. The experimental and waiting list groups
differed significantly at pre-test in terms of self-awareness, F(1,778) = 9.22, p = 0.002,
social awareness, F(1,778) = 10.38, p = 0.001, and internalizing problems, F(1,778) = 7.43,
p = 0.007. Table 2 reports the correlations among the variables at pre-test, most of which
were statistically significant and strong.

Concerning the effect of the intervention on changes in SEL competencies, there
was a significant Time x Group interaction, Wilks” A = 0.96, F(6,724) = 5.02, p < 0.001,
np? = 0.04, but no significant effects of gender emerged. The univariate tests revealed
that the experimental group outperformed the waiting list group from pre- to post-test in
terms of their global performance on the SSIS, F(1,729) = 15.01, p < 0.001, np2 =0.02, and
the following four SEL dimensions: self-awareness, F(1,729) = 17.27, p < 0.001, np2 =0.02,
self-management, F(1,729) = 12.51, p < 0.001, np2 = 0.02, social awareness, F(1,729) = 8.85,
p =0.003, np2 =0.01, and responsible decision-making, F(1,729) = 10.46, p = 0.001, np2 =0.01.

Regarding the effect of the PROMEHS program on children’s SDQ scores, we found a
significant Time x Group interaction, Wilks” A = 0.98, F(3,722) = 3.36, p = 0.02, np2 =0.01.
The univariate tests showed that this interaction was significant for prosocial behavior only,
F(1,724) = 9.04, p = 0.003, np? = 0.01, with the children in the experimental group displaying
greater pre- to post-test improvement than did the participants in the waiting list group.
No significant effects of gender emerged.

Regarding academic outcomes, again there was a Time x Group interaction, Wilks’
A=0.96, F(4,742) = 6.85, p < 0.001, npz = 0.04, with no significant gender effects. The univari-
ate tests indicated that the Time x Group interaction was significant for the global academic
outcomes, F(1,745) = 7.06, p = 0.008, np2 =0.01, and for the dimensions of engagement in
learning, F(1,745) =9.76, p = 0.002, np2 =0.01, and academic performance, F(1,745) = 13.93,
p <0.001, np2 =0.02. Again, the children in the experimental group displayed greater pre-
to post-test improvement than did their peers in the waiting list group.
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Table 1. Pre- and post-test means and standard deviations for all variables by Group Condition.

Pre-Test Post-Test
Experimental =~ Waiting List ~ Experimental =~ Waiting List
Self-awareness 11.59 (2.33) 11.06 (2.23) 12.62 (2.14) 11.40 (2.08)
Self-management 11.96 (2.52) 12.25 (2.43) 12.44 (2.39) 12.30 (2.33)
Social awareness 12.42 (2.33) 11.86 (2.31) 13.14 (2.25) 12.13 (2.43)
Relationship skills 12.98 (2.13) 12.81 (2.13) 13.46 (2.05) 13.18 (2.05)
Responsible decision-making ~ 12.85 (2.39) 12.89 (2.72) 13.38 (2.21) 12.98 (2.28)
SEL total 61.78 (10.22) 60.87 (9.54) 65.02 (9.67) 61.99 (9.46)
Prosocial behavior 10.38 (3.13) 10.49 (3.01) 11.06 (3.06) 10.81 (2.99)
Internalizing problems 7.87 (5.09) 8.97 (5.71) 7.48 (5.21) 9.05 (5.23)
Externalizing problems 9.61 (5.23) 9.83 (5.39) 9.31 (5.15) 9.91 (5.26)
Academic motivation 3.90 (0.90) 3.89 (0.88) 4.07 (0.89) 4.04 (0.81)
Engagement in learning 3.87 (0.92) 3.91 (0.88) 4.07 (0.94) 3.94 (0.86)
Academic performance 3.82(0.93) 3.83 (0.88) 4.06 (0.90) 3.88 (0.87)
Academic outcomes total 11.60 (2.64) 11.63 (2.51) 12.20 (2.63) 11.87 (2.38)
Note. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses.
Table 2. Inter-correlations among variables at pre-test.
1 2 3 4 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13
1. Self-awareness -
2. Self-management 0.53 ** -
3. Social awareness 0.70**  0.54* -
4. Relationship skills 0.67 ** 0.58**  0.77 ** -
5. Responsible decision-making 0.70*  073* 072**  0.79**
6. SEL total 0.84*  079*  0.86*  0.88*  0.92** -
7. Prosocial behavior 031*  042* 035* 0.34* 045* 044 * -
8. Internalizing problems —0.28 ** 0.01 —-032* —035* —0.15* —0.25* 0.51** -
9. Externalizing problems —0.39* —045* —045** —045* —044* -—051* 032* 0.72* -
10. Academic motivation 0.46*  048*  044* 048* 054* 056* 037* —0.12* —-0.32* -
11. Engagement in learning 0.46*  0.52** 042* 047* 056* 057* 038* —-0.08* —030* 0.88* -
12. Academic performance 0.45 ** 0.50 ** 038 ** 0.46 ** 0.55 ** 0.55** 038 ** —0.06 —0.28* 0.84*  (0.88** -
13. Academic outcomes total 0.48*  0.52* 043* 049* 057* 058* 039* —-0.09* -031* 095*  096*  0.95* -
14. Gender -0.14* —-021* -0.16* -0.11* -0.15* -0.18* —-0.11* 0.02 0.18* —0.22** —0.23** —-0.19* —0.23**

Note. * p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001.

Concerning the effects of program dosage, on average teachers delivered 8.1 activities

(SD = 4.45; 27.9% of activities from the PROMEHS curriculum). Table 3 shows the corre-
lations between the mean number of PROMEHS activities carried out at a school and the
children’s pre- to post-test changes (calculated by subtracting pre-test scores from post-test
scores). A higher number of activities was significantly associated with a greater improve-
ment in SEL competencies and a reduction in internalizing and externalizing behaviors.
No significant associations were found between the number of activities implemented and
improvements in prosocial behavior or academic outcomes.

Table 3. Correlation between the average number of PROMEHS activities and pre-to post-test changes
in the investigated variables.

1 2 3 4 5
1. Number of activities -
2. SEL changes 0.26 ** -
3. Prosocial changes 0.02 0.59 ** -
4. Internalizing changes —0.20 ** —0.37 ** —0.25** -
5. Externalizing changes -0.11* —0.53 ** —0.39 ** —0.24 ** -
6. Academic outcomes changes 0.07 0.49 ** 0.35** —0.20 ** —0.37 **

Note. * p < 0.01; ** p < 0.001.

Finally, we compared participants’ risk status within the experimental group. Descrip-
tive statistics are reported in Table 4. Marginalized and disadvantaged children (n = 71)
displayed significantly greater gains in SEL competencies (global score), F(1,466) = 5.07,
p=0.025M =5.71,5D =10.29 vs. M = 2.89, SD = 8.47), and a significantly greater reduction
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67
66
65
64
63
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61
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Pre-test

in internalizing problems, F(1,474) = 10.07, p = 0.002 (M = —1.42, SD = 2.28 vs. M = —0.45,
SD = 2.19), than those who were not from a disadvantaged background (Figure 1).

Table 4. Pre- and post-test means and standard deviations for all variables by participants’ risk status.

Pre-Test Post-Test

Advantaged Disadvantaged Advantaged Disadvantaged

SEL total 61.91 (9.45) 60.75 (13.44) 64.76 (9.39) 66.45 (10.98)
Prosocial behavior 10.77 (3.03) 9.45 (3.52) 11.25 (3.03) 10.44 (3.15)
Internalizing problems 8.29 (5.08) 791 (4.71) 7.86 (5.17) 6.35 (4.87)
Externalizing problems 9.96 (5.11) 9.05 (5.76) 9.55 (5.42) 8.27 (5.85)

Academic outcomes total 11.84 (2.57) 10.56 (2.75) 12.36 (2.52) 11.44 (2.83)

Note. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses.

SEL Internalizing problems
8.5
8
7.5
7
6.5
6
Post-test Pre-test Post-test
=== Disadvantaged Advantaged

Figure 1. Changes in SEL and internalizing problems in disadvantaged vs. advantaged children from
pre- to post-test.

4. Discussion

The main goal of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of the PROMEHS pro-
gram in a sample of Italian and Portuguese preschoolers by applying a quasi-experimental
design. In keeping with our specific research aims, we obtained four main findings that
we now discuss in turn. First, as expected, PROMEHS improved children’s SEL compe-
tencies and prosocial behavior. School-based SEL programs and interventions have been
reported to have positive effects on children, especially when they are implemented with
preschoolers [31,32,46]. Large gains in SEL competencies are often documented [50,51], an
outcome that we replicated in this study. Indeed, PROMEHS positively impacted almost
all the SEL competencies, and namely self-awareness, self-management, social awareness,
and responsible decision-making. The children’s active involvement in the program’s
practical activities may have provided them with the opportunity to engage in in-depth
reflection—as well as in discussion with their teachers and peers—about the attitudes,
behaviors, feelings, and thoughts they had experienced, and then to transfer this learning
to their everyday lives at school (e.g., when they feel intense emotions or face a problem)
and even to other settings (e.g., at home or when socializing with peers outside school).
However, the ability to create, maintain, and repair relationships was not affected by
the program. This finding may depend on the historical period when PROMEHS was
implemented, namely, during the 2020/2021 school year. At that time, strict COVID-19
restrictions were in place in Italian and Portuguese schools; kindergartens were open,
but the children were not allowed to play together, interact, or share activities at close
range. Thus, it is likely that they did not have many possibilities to daily practice and
internalize relationship skills. Further implementation of the program in the present, now
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that the COVID-19 public health emergency has ended, will disentangle this issue, and
show whether or not PROMEHS offers the potential to impact relational competence. As
overall effect sizes obtained in the current study were small, ranging between 0.01 and 0.04,
the pandemic likely had multiple effects on the program’s outcomes. Based upon previous
studies and meta-analyses on universal interventions for preschoolers, we expected mod-
erate effects [32,48], especially because both teachers and parents were directly involved
in the program and activities were delivered at school and home [49,50,75]. During the
PROMEHS implementation, however, parents” engagement was limited, and this could
have impacted the effectiveness of the intervention.

Furthermore, participation in the program led the children to engage in more prosocial
behaviors, even if again the effect size was small (0.01). Teachers reported that their students
were more inclined to be kind and respectful of others’ feelings, share toys or materials,
and comfort and help other children or adults following the implementation of PROMEHS.
This outcome is in line with previous studies that found SEL programs to foster positive
behaviors in children [50]. Given that social-emotional competencies are strongly and
positively associated with prosocial behavior [36,38-40], it is not surprising that both these
areas of competencies were impacted by PROMEHS.

On the other hand, unexpectedly, no significant changes were found with respect
to internalizing and externalizing problems. However, previous SEL interventions and
programs were associated with a small reduction in negative behaviors [49], and proximal
effects (e.g., on SEL competencies) have been more frequently reported than distal effects
(e.g., on challenging behaviors) [73]. Thus, the findings of the current work are not neces-
sarily inconsistent with past evidence reported in the literature. Indeed, PROMEHS led to
decreases in both children’s internalizing and externalizing problems, as borne out by the
mean scores of the experimental group at post-test compared to pre-test; on the contrary,
emotional and behavioral problems increased slightly in the waiting list group. Therefore,
PROMEHS seems to have the potential to prevent children from displaying problematic
behaviors. Although these changes were not statistically significant in the present study,
this is a pattern that future iterations of the program may confirm.

The second main finding was that PROMEHS, as hypothesized, enhanced children’s
academic outcomes. This is in keeping with past findings that SEL interventions can also
produce distal outcomes [66]. Indeed, the development of social-emotional competencies
is positively associated with pre-academic skills and attitudes in the classroom, such as
participation in school activities and motivation [60,62]. Specifically, PROMEHS increased
children’s engagement in the learning process and academic performance. It is likely that
the social-emotional competencies fostered by the program provided the children with
helpful tools and strategies that they were able to use at school. For example, gains in
self-management competencies may have enabled the participants to exert greater control
over their emotions, behaviors, and so on, thus enhancing their involvement in classroom
activities and success in school tasks. On the other hand, the active learning approach
that characterized the program may have made the children feel listened to and safe, with
positive repercussions on classroom climate and learning [97]. Noteworthy, the effect size
was small (from 0.01 to 0.04), which could be explained by the large sample size in the
current study that may have led to detect modest effects [66].

Third, we found that the children who took part in a greater number of PROMEHS
activities displayed greater gains in SEL competencies and greater reductions in mental
health issues (both internalizing and externalizing problems). The teachers were asked
to implement the program in the classroom, integrating the activities into the regular
curriculum, and to carry out approximately one practical activity per week. However, it
was not always possible for them to reach this target during the COVID-19 emergency.
Indeed, they faced intermittent school closures due to positive cases among the children
or teaching staff and found it challenging to conduct the program activities remotely with
their young students. Nevertheless, despite these difficulties, PROMEHS produced positive
effects on the children and showed that delivering a greater number of activities can be a
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protective factor and prevent the onset or worsening of emotional and behavioral problems.
As observed by January et al., children who are exposed to interventions for longer and
more intensively have greater opportunities to put their new skills into practice and thus, to
maintain changes over time [32]. This finding offers support for implementing PROMEHS
over a longer period. For example, teachers could deliver program activities for an entire
school year. Future applications of PROMEHS will clarify how often the activities should
be conducted to maximize positive effects.

Finally, we found that PROMEHS was more effective for marginalized and disadvan-
taged children than it was for their advantaged peers. Specifically, at-risk preschoolers (i.e.,
those with low socio-economic status, from an ethnic minority, having special educational
needs, etc.) who participated in the program displayed greater gains in SEL competencies
and greater reductions in internalizing problems (as rated by their teachers) compared to
their non-disadvantaged peers. Although PROMEHS is a school-based universal inter-
vention, which means that it targets all students, it appears to have a greater impact on
vulnerable populations, in keeping with previous findings reported in the literature [7]. The
program was not effective in reducing emotional and behavioral problems in all children,
but it is encouraging that it produced a significant change in a sub-sample of at-risk subjects,
who are more prone to internalizing problems than the rest of the school community. It is
noteworthy that several recent works have reported that the effectiveness of universal inter-
ventions is irrespective of children’s risk status [32,48-50,75,76]. However, differently from
most previous research, the criteria for considering children as disadvantaged included
contextual (e.g., low SES) and individual factors (e.g., special educational needs) in our
study. The broadening of “at-risk children” conceptualization may have influenced our
findings and points to the need for more research to understand which children are most
likely to benefit from school-based universal interventions.

Despite the promising outcomes associated with implementation of the PROMEHS
program in this study, some limitations need to be acknowledged. First, the study was
carried out during the COVID-19 pandemic, an emergency period characterized by fear of
contagion, confinement, and changes in daily routines that impacted the wellbeing of the
children and their adult caregivers [98-100]. Therefore, this study provided evidence of the
effectiveness of the program during a particularly stressful and “atypical” historical period.
In relation to this point, we can hypothesize that resilience skills were being deployed
and mediated the effects of PROMEHS on children’s competencies and behaviors. Future
studies may clarify the role played by children’s resilience and whether the same findings
may be obtained in a different historical world context. Follow-up research may also shed
light on the persistence of beneficial effects over time.

Second, we relied only on teachers’ ratings of their students, which could have been
biased by the fact that they had also delivered the program. The social desirability and the
eagerness to see concrete evidence of the effectiveness of their work may have affected their
answers. Future research should also include outsiders’ (e.g., researchers not involved in the
training) evaluations of children, such as questionnaires, direct testing, or observations, as
well as parents’ assessment of their children to check whether they converge with teachers’
responses. Furthermore, children’s improvements in terms of competencies and behaviors
may reflect changes in their teachers and parents, due to their direct involvement in the
program. There is no doubt that teachers modified their attitudes, as their social-emotional
competencies, self-efficacy, and resilience increased after participation in the PROMEHS
program [79], with plausible positive effects on children. Nevertheless, changes in parents’
competencies and behaviors due to their participation in the program (i.e., webinars and
home activities) have not been assessed. In the current work, parents” attendance to the
webinars was lower than the one reported in other programs [75,76], likely due to the
pandemic that prevented higher participation, and we collected only indirect proofs of
home activities (i.e., from teachers during the supervision sessions). Future studies should
control parental involvement more carefully and adopt specific measures to evaluate
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parents’ changes, considering their contribution to children’s development and skills
transfer especially in the first years of life [2,3].

A third limitation lies in the analyses that we ran. On one hand, we could not investi-
gate age differences because the kindergarten teachers were not asked to provide individual
students’ precise ages in the questionnaires. However, this is only a marginal weakness
because the children were all between 4 and 5 years old only, which is a limited age range,
and they all carried out the same practical activities at school. Indeed, there is only one set
of PROMEHS activities for kindergarten (i.e., for children aged 3-5 years). Furthermore,
in some of the smaller participating schools, classes were mixed, with younger and older
kindergartners participating in the same group. Future research should take this limita-
tion into account and verify whether there are age-related differences in the effects of the
program. On the other hand, children’s clustering in schools was not taken into account.
Preschoolers’ distribution in the 21 schools was not homogeneous, ranging between 4 and
112 children, resulting in the impossibility to run multilevel analyses. Therefore, further
implementation of PROMEHS should account for children’s clustering to clarify which cir-
cumstances may make the program more effective. Another issue concerned marginalized
and disadvantaged children who participated in the program. This sub-sample was far
smaller than the rest of the experimental group (n = 71 vs. 424). The low number of these
children and the imbalance between the two groups (marginalized /disadvantaged vs. not
at-risk) may have affected the results. A larger sub-sample may allow us to reach stronger
conclusions in the future.

Despite these drawbacks, the current study offers many strengths. It provides evidence
about the effectiveness of a school-based program for children attending kindergarten.
As Djamnezhad et al. stated, “there is still a lack of well-designed, high-quality primary
studies evaluating SEL-interventions for our youngest children” [87] (p. 9). While the
implementation of the program and its assessment were not “perfect”, as our analysis
of its limitations makes clear, we did strive to follow current best practice for evidence-
based interventions. The preschool years are a valuable period for the development of
competencies, abilities, and positive behaviors that will help children to deal with normative
and non-normative experiences as they move forward in life. Thus, teachers should be
provided with tools for the early implementation of interventions that have been proven
effective. PROMEHS is also a universal mental health program with an inclusive principle
that targets all preschool children. This kind of intervention is of particular interest because
every child can benefit from it in terms of enhanced adjustment, and because it offers
a baseline for subsequent targeted interventions for those from deprived social-cultural
backgrounds or with specific individual needs [7].

Another strong point of PROMEHS is that its curriculum included specific activities
designed to both promote children’s competencies (i.e., SEL competencies and resilience)
and prevent problematic behaviors (i.e., internalizing and externalizing problems), whereas
the majority of universal interventions are only focused on students’ social-emotional
competencies [49]. Last but not least, the PROMEHS program is characterized by a whole-
school approach, whereby the entire school community (i.e., children, teachers, parents,
and school leaders) is involved. This is of value because all the adults involved in the
children’s lives can work collaboratively and in a coordinated way to produce greater
effects [49,76,77,85,86].

5. Conclusions

The main goal of this study was to evaluate the effectiveness of PROMEHS, a European
school mental health program, with Italian and Portuguese preschoolers. Despite the limita-
tions outlined above, the findings were promising, showing that the program can enhance
children’s positive outcomes (i.e., SEL competencies, prosocial behavior, and academic learn-
ing), especially when a greater number of manualized activities are carried out at school.
The effects are also stronger for marginalized and disadvantaged preschoolers, for whom
PROMEHS both increases SEL competencies and decreases internalizing problems.
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The positive effects associated with implementation of the PROMEHS program suggest
the value of early intervention during the preschool years, a critical period for developing
key life skills and competencies. As Greenberg recently emphasized in his report on
SEL in schools, teachers are often glad to be involved in programs for enhancing their
students’ social-emotional competencies, but “they would benefit from improved policies
and support from administrators and policymakers to do so effectively” [10] (p. 21). Cost-
benefit analyses attest that SEL programs are relatively low-cost and yield significant
returns for both school communities and public health economics [101]. Thus, every effort
should be made to continue providing evidence on the effectiveness of programs such as
PROMEHS (follow-up studies, implementation in new contexts, etc.) so that reliable early
intervention can be made available to children on a wide scale.

Supplementary Materials: The following supporting information can be downloaded at: https://www.
mdpi.com/article/10.3390/children10061070/s1. File S1: Example of PROMEHS activity—school;
File S2: Example of PROMEHS activity—home.

Author Contributions: Conceptualization, E.C., V.C.,, V.O. and L.G.; methodology, E.C., V.C., V.O.
and I.G.; formal analysis, E.C. and V.O.; investigation, E.C., V.C., A.A,,S.G.,, A.CS,, MES. and C.S;
data curation, C.S. and L.G.; writing—original draft preparation, E.C., V.C. and V.O.; writing—review
and editing, E.C., V.O., A.C.S,, M.ES,, C.S. and I.G.; supervision, C.S. and I.G.; project administration,
C.S. and I.G,; funding acquisition, I.G. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This research project was co-funded by the European Commission within the Erasmus+ KA3
research project “Promehs-Promoting Mental Health at Schools” (No. 606689-EPP-1-2018-2-IT-EPPKA3-
PI-POLICY). The study was coordinated by the University of Milano-Bicocca (Italy) and involved eight
other European partners: The University of Latvia (Latvia), the University of Lisbon (Portugal), the
University of Malta (Malta), the University of Patras (Greece), the City of Rijeka (Croatia), the University
of Rijeka (Croatia), Stefan cel Mare University of Suceava (Romania), and the Regional School Office of
Suceava (Romania). This publication was funded by two grants from the University of Milano-Bicocca
(2021-ATE-0265 and 2019-ATE-0001) awarded to I.G. and V.O., respectively.

Institutional Review Board Statement: The research was conducted in accordance with the Declaration
of Helsinki, and approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Milano-Bicocca (protocol code:
44281/20; date: 21 July 2020) and the University of Lisbon (protocol code: 74/20; date: 20 March 2020).

Informed Consent Statement: Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study.

Data Availability Statement: Research data supporting reported results can be requested from the
corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Acknowledgments: We are grateful to all school communities (teachers, students, school leaders,
and parents) that participated and believed in the program. We also wish to thank Clare O’Sullivan
for the linguistic revision of the article and Alessandro Pepe for his advice on the statistical analysis.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.


https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/children10061070/s1
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/children10061070/s1

Children 2023, 10, 1070 16 of 20

Appendix A. Main Features of the PROMEHS Program

Whole-school approach. PROMEHS acknowledges the importance of collaborative work
between students, teachers, families, school leaders, community stakeholders, and policymakers.

Universal. The implementation involves the entire school community and does not target only
clinical or at-risk populations.

Multiple initiatives. The program includes training courses and supervision for teachers;
meetings with school leaders, parents, and policymakers; guidelines and manualized activities to
be carried out at school and at home; dissemination events for stakeholders.

Manualized and multi-year handbooks and glossaries. PROMEHS consists of seven handbooks
that offer multi-year programming for students from 3 up to 18 years, their teachers, and parents.
Two handbooks include guided activities that students and teachers can carry out at school, as
part of the mainstream curriculum (one for kindergarten and primary school, and the other for
lower and upper secondary school); two handbooks include guided activities that students can
carry out at home, with their parents” help and contribute. All the activities have been developed
according to the S.A.FE. approach [10]. The other three volumes—addressed to teachers, parents,
and school leaders/policymakers—offer guidelines and recommendations for promoting mental
health. Furthermore, two glossaries (one for kindergarten and primary school teachers, and one
for lower and upper secondary teachers) are provided to support teachers” mental health literacy.
All the materials are available in seven languages (Croatian, English, Greek, Italian, Latvian,
Portuguese, and Romanian).

Professional teachers’ training. The implementation includes the delivery of high-quality
training composed of initial training and ongoing supervision to ensure robust and reliable
implementation. Teachers are required to deliver the PROMEHS activities on a weekly basis
during the regular school day.

Themes. The curriculum comprises three themes: the promotion of SEL; the promotion of
resilience; the prevention of social, emotional, and behavioral problems.

Evidence-based approach. The program was evaluated by comparing the experimental and
waiting list control groups at two-time points and analyzing any significant effects on teachers’
and students’ outcomes. The evaluation was conducted using a sample size that met the ESSA
(Every Student Succeeds Act) criterion for offering large enough power to capture the program’s
effects [84].

Independent evaluation. The independent evaluators, who were not involved in the program’s
development and implementation, reviewed the handbooks to reduce potential bias and ensure
the reliability of the evaluation procedures and findings.

Quality of implementation. The program’s fidelity, dosage, quality, responsiveness, and
adaptation are assessed [88].

Multi-informant assessments. Multiple informants (students, teachers, and parents) were used
to assess the program’s impact on students” and teachers” mental health.

Developmental perspective. The PROMEHS curriculum acknowledges that students” and
teachers’ mental health encompasses dynamic and multifaceted knowledge, skills, practices, and
attitudes that may change over time.

Active family engagement. Student and parent handbooks are designed to reinforce the
acquisition of skills and behaviors learned at school by applying them at home.

Sustainability. The PROMEHS program was developed through collaborative work with local,
regional, national, and international policymakers to maximize the impact and sustainability of
the results over time.

References

1.  Meriem, C,; Khaoula, M.; Ghizlane, C.; Asmaa, M.A.; Ahmed, A.O.T. Early childhood development (0-6 years old) from healthy
to pathologic: A review of the literature. Open J. Med. Psychol. 2020, 9, 100-122. [CrossRef]

2. Belstad, E.; Havighurst, S.S.; Tamnes, C.K.; Nygaard, E.; Bjerk, R.E; Stavrinou, M.; Espeseth, T. A pilot study of a parent emotion
socialization intervention: Impact on parent behavior, child self-regulation, and adjustment. Front. Psychol. 2021, 12, 730278.
[CrossRef]


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojmp.2020.93009
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.730278

Children 2023, 10, 1070 17 of 20

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.
23.

24.
25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

McMahon, C.A.; Bernier, A. Twenty years of research on parental mind-mindedness: Empirical findings, theoretical and
methodological challenges, and new directions. Dev. Rev. 2017, 46, 54-80. [CrossRef]

Eurostat—Childcare Arrangements in the EU. Available online: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/
ddn-20220504-2 (accessed on 14 April 2023).

European Parliamentary Research Service—Participation in Early Education and Care. Available online: https://www.europarl.
europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/696210/EPRS_BRI(2021)696210_EN.pdf (accessed on 14 April 2023).

Ashdown, D.M.; Bernard, M.E. Can explicit instruction in social and emotional learning skills benefit the social-emotional
development, well-being, and academic achievement of young children? Early Child. Educ. ]. 2012, 39, 397-405. [CrossRef]
Domitrovich, C.E.; Durlak, J.A.; Staley, K.C.; Weissberg, R.P. Social-emotional competence: An essential factor for promoting
positive adjustment and reducing risk in school children. Child Dev. 2017, 88, 408—416. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Schindler, H.S.; Kholoptseva, J.; Oh, S.S.; Yoshikawa, H.; Duncan, G.J.; Magnuson, K.A.; Shonkoff, ] P. Maximizing the potential
of early childhood education to prevent externalizing behavior problems: A meta-analysis. J. Sch. Psychol. 2015, 53, 243-263.
[CrossRef]

Cavioni, V.; Grazzani, I.; Ornaghi, V.; Agliati, A.; Pepe, A. Adolescents’ mental health at school: The mediating role of life
satisfaction. Front. Psychol. 2021, 12, 720628. [CrossRef]

Learning Policy Institute—Evidence for Social and Emotional Learning in Schools. Available online: https:/ /learningpolicyinstitute.
org/product/evidence-social-emotional-learning-schools-report (accessed on 14 April 2023).

Mahoney, J.L.; Weissberg, R.P.; Greenberg, M.T.; Dusenbury, L.; Jagers, R.J.; Niemi, K.; Schlinger, M.; Schlund, J.; Shriver, T.P;
VanAusdal, K,; et al. Systemic social and emotional learning: Promoting educational success for all preschool to high school
students. Am. Psychol. 2021, 76, 1128-1142. [CrossRef]

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning—Keeping SEL Developmental: The Importance of a Develop-
mental Lens for Fostering and Assessing SEL Competencies. Available online: https:/ /casel.org/ casel-resources-keeping-sel-
developmental/ (accessed on 14 April 2023).

Brownell, C.A.; Zerwas, S.; Ramani, G.B. “So big”: The development of body self-awareness in toddlers. Child Dev. 2007, 78,
1426-1440. [CrossRef]

Taumoepeau, M.; Reese, E. Understanding the self through siblings: Self-awareness mediates the sibling effect on social
understanding. Soc. Dev. 2014, 23, 1-18. [CrossRef]

Cavioni, V.; Grazzani, I.; Ornaghi, V.; Pepe, A.; Pons, F. Assessing the factor structure and measurement invariance of the Test
of Emotion Comprehension (TEC): A large cross-sectional study with children aged 3-10 years. J. Cogn. Dev. 2020, 21, 406—424.
[CrossRef]

Conte, E.; Ornaghi, V.; Grazzani, I.; Pepe, A.; Cavioni, V. Emotion knowledge, theory of mind, and language in young children:
Testing a comprehensive conceptual model. Front. Psychol. 2019, 10, 2144. [CrossRef]

Grazzani, I.; Ornaghi, V.; Conte, E.; Pepe, A.; Caprin, C. The relation between emotion understanding and theory of mind in
children aged 3 to 8: The key role of language. Front. Psychol. 2018, 9, 724. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Calkins, S.D.; Leerkes, E.M. Early attachment processes and the development of emotional self-regulation. In Handbook of
Self-Regulation. Research, Theory, and Applications, 2nd ed.; Vohs, K.D., Baumeister, R.F,, Eds.; The Guilford Press: New York, NY,
USA, 2011; pp. 355-373.

Kurki, K.; Jarvenoja, H.; Jarveld, S.; Mykkanen, A. Young children’s use of emotion and behaviour regulation strategies in
socio-emotionally challenging day-care situations. Early Child. Res. Q. 2017, 41, 50-62. [CrossRef]

Silkenbeumer, J.R.; Schiller, E.; Kartner, ]. Co- and self-regulation of emotions in the preschool setting. Early Child. Res. Q. 2018,
44,72-81. [CrossRef]

Gockeritz, S.; Schmidt, M.E.H.; Tomasello, M. Young children’s creation and transmission of social norms. Cogn. Dev. 2014, 30,
81-95. [CrossRef]

Rakoczy, H.; Schmidt, M.EH. The early ontogeny of social norms. Child Dev. Perspect. 2013, 7, 17-21. [CrossRef]

Rossano, F.; Rakoczy, H.; Tomasello, M. Young children’s understanding of violations of property rights. Cognition 2011, 121,
219-227. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Schmidt, M.E.H.; Tomasello, M. Young children enforce social norms. Curr. Dir. Psychol. Sci. 2012, 21, 232-236. [CrossRef]
Killen, M.; Mulvey, L.K.; Richardson, C.; Jampol, N.; Woodward, A. The accidental transgressor: Morally-relevant theory of mind.
Cognition 2011, 119, 197-215. [CrossRef]

Poulin-Dubois, D. Theory of mind development: State of the science and future directions. In New Perspectives on Early Social-
Cognitive Development, 1st ed.; Hunnius, S., Meyer, M., Eds.; Elsevier: North Andover, MA, USA, 2020; Volume 254, pp. 141-166.
[CrossRef]

Cigala, A.; Mori, A.; Fangareggi, F. Learning others’ point of view: Perspective taking and prosocial behaviour in preschoolers.
Early Child Dev. Care 2015, 185, 1199-1215. [CrossRef]

Sette, S.; Baumgartner, E.; MacKinnon, D.P. Assessing social competence and behavior problems in a sample of Italian preschoolers
using the Social Competence and Behavior Evaluation Scale. Early Educ. Dev. 2015, 26, 46-65. [CrossRef]

Aslan, D.; Koksal Akyol, A. Impact of an empathy training program on children’s perspective-taking abilities. Psychol. Rep. 2020,
123, 2394-2409. [CrossRef] [PubMed]


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dr.2017.07.001
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/ddn-20220504-2
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-eurostat-news/-/ddn-20220504-2
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/696210/EPRS_BRI(2021)696210_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/696210/EPRS_BRI(2021)696210_EN.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-011-0481-x
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12739
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28213889
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2015.04.001
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.720628
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/evidence-social-emotional-learning-schools-report
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/evidence-social-emotional-learning-schools-report
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000701
https://casel.org/casel-resources-keeping-sel-developmental/
https://casel.org/casel-resources-keeping-sel-developmental/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01075.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12035
https://doi.org/10.1080/15248372.2020.1741365
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02144
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2018.00724
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29867683
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2017.06.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2018.02.014
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cogdev.2014.01.003
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2011.06.007
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21774921
https://doi.org/10.1177/0963721412448659
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cognition.2011.01.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/bs.pbr.2020.05.021
https://doi.org/10.1080/03004430.2014.987272
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2014.941259
https://doi.org/10.1177/0033294119868785
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31403904

Children 2023, 10, 1070 18 of 20

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.
36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.

45.

46.

47.

48.

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

54.

55.

56.

57.

58.

Mori, A.; Cigala, A. ‘Putting oneself in someone else’s shoes during childhood: How to learn it” Training for preschool age
children. Br. J. Educ. Psychol. 2019, 89, 750-766. [CrossRef]

Ornaghi, V.; Grazzani, I.; Cherubin, E.; Conte, E.; Piralli, F. ‘Let’s talk about emotions!’. The effect of conversational training on
preschoolers” emotion comprehension and prosocial orientation. Soc. Dev. 2015, 24, 166-183. [CrossRef]

January, A.M.; Casey, R.J.; Paulson, D. A meta-analysis of classroom-wide interventions to build social skills: Do they work?
School Psychol. Rev. 2011, 40, 242-256. [CrossRef]

Taylor, R.; Oberle, E.; Durlak, J.A.; Weissberg, R.P. Promoting positive youth development through school-based social and
emotional learning interventions: A meta-analysis of follow-up effects. Child Dev. 2017, 88, 1156-1171. [CrossRef]

Cavioni, V.; Grazzani, I.; Ornaghi, V. Mental health promotion in schools: A comprehensive theoretical framework. Int. J. Emot.
Educ. 2020, 12, 65-82.

Kristjansson, K. Positive psychology and positive education: Old wine in new bottles? Educ. Psychol. 2012, 47, 86-105. [CrossRef]
Conte, E.; Grazzani, I.; Pepe, A. Social cognition, language, and prosocial behaviors: A multitrait mixed-methods study in early
childhood. Early Educ. Dev. 2018, 29, 814-830. [CrossRef]

Farina, E.; Belacchi, C. Being visible or being liked? Social status and emotional skills in bullying among young children. Eur. J.
Dev. Psychol. 2022, 19, 267-282. [CrossRef]

Imuta, K.; Henry, J.D.; Slaughter, V.; Selcuk, B.; Ruffman, T. Theory of mind and prosocial behavior in childhood: A meta-analytic
review. Dev. Psychol. 2016, 52, 1192-1205. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Sette, S.; Spinrad, T.L.; Baumgartner, E. The relations of preschool children’s emotion knowledge and socially appropriate
behaviors to peer likability. Int. J. Behav. Dev. 2017, 41, 532-541. [CrossRef]

Laible, D.; Carlo, G.; Murphy, T.; Augustine, M.; Roesch, S. Predicting children’s prosocial and co-operative behavior from their
temperamental profiles: A person-centered approach. Soc. Dev. 2014, 23, 734-752. [CrossRef]

Williams, K.E.; Berthelsen, D. The development of prosocial behaviour in early childhood: Contributions of early parenting and
self- regulation. Int. J. Early Child. 2017, 49, 73-94. [CrossRef]

Clark, R.; Menna, R.; McAndrew, A.J.; Johnson, E.M. Language, aggression, and self-regulation in young children. J. Emot. Behav.
Disord. 2021, 29, 135-147. [CrossRef]

Trentacosta, C.J.; Fine, S.E. Emotion knowledge, social competence, and behavior problems in childhood and adolescence: A
meta-analytic review. Soc. Dev. 2010, 19, 1-29. [CrossRef]

Willoughby, M.; Kupersmidyt, J.; Voegler-Lee, M.; Bryant, D. Contributions of hot and cool self-regulation to preschool disruptive
behavior and academic achievement. Dev. Neuropsychol. 2011, 36, 162-180. [CrossRef]

Maguire, L.K.; Niens, U.; McCann, M.; Connolly, P. Emotional development among early school-age children: Gender differences
in the role of problem behaviours. Educ. Psychol. 2016, 36, 1408-1428. [CrossRef]

Martinsone, B.; Supe, I.; Stokenberga, I.; Damberga, I.; Cefai, C.; Camilleri, L.; Bartolo, P.; O'Riordan, M.R.; Grazzani, I. Social
emotional competence, learning outcomes, emotional and behavioral difficulties of preschool children: Parent and teacher
evaluations. Front. Psychol. 2022, 12, 760782. [CrossRef]

Ostrov, ].M.; Massetti, G.M.; Stauffacher, K.; Godleski, S.A.; Hart, K.C.; Karch, K.M.; Mullins, A.D.; Ries, E.E. An intervention for
relational and physical aggression in early childhood: A preliminary study. Early Child. Res. Q. 2009, 24, 15-28. [CrossRef]

Luo, L.; Reichow, B.; Snyder, P; Harrington, J.; Polignano, ]J. Systematic review and meta-analysis of classroom-wide
social-emotional interventions for preschool children. Topics Early Child. Spec. Educ. 2022, 42, 4-19. [CrossRef]

Murano, D.; Sawyer, J.E.; Lipnevich, A.A. A meta-analytic review of preschool social and emotional learning interventions. Rev.
Educ. Res. 2020, 90, 227-263. [CrossRef]

Stefan, C.A.; Danila, I.; Cristescu, D. Classroom-wide school interventions for preschoolers’ social-emotional learning: A
systematic review of evidence-based programs. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 2022, 34, 2971-3010. [CrossRef]

Durlak, J.A.; Weissberg, R.P.; Dymnicki, A.B.; Taylor, R.D.; Schellinger, K.B. The impact of enhancing students’ social and
emotional learning: A meta-analysis of school-based universal interventions. Child Dev. 2011, 82, 405-432. [CrossRef]
Agnafors, S.; Barmark, M.; Sydsjo, G. Mental health and academic performance: A study on selection and causation effects from
childhood to early adulthood. Soc. Psychiatry Psychiatr. Epidemiol. 2021, 56, 857-866. [CrossRef]

Birch, S.H.; Ladd, G.W. The teacher-child relationship and children’s early school adjustment. J. Sch. Psychol. 1997, 35, 61-79.
[CrossRef]

Bosman, R.J.; Roorda, D.L.; van der Veen, I.; Koomen, H.M.Y. Teacher-student relationship quality from kindergarten to sixth
grade and students’ school adjustment: A person-centered approach. J. Sch. Psychol. 2018, 68, 177-194. [CrossRef]

Denham, S.A.; Bassett, H.H.; Sirotkin, Y.S.; Brown, C.; Morris, C.S. “No-0-0-o peeking”: Preschoolers’ executive control, social
competence, and classroom adjustment. J. Res. Child. Educ. 2015, 29, 212-225. [CrossRef]

Ladd, G.W.; Kothenderfer, B.].; Coleman, C.C. Friendship quality as a predictor of young children’s early school adjustment.
Child Dev. 1996, 67, 1103-1118. [CrossRef]

Curby, T.W.; Brown, C.A.; Bassett, H.H.; Denham, S.A. Associations between preschoolers’ social-emotional competence and
preliteracy skills. Infant Child Dev. 2015, 24, 549-570. [CrossRef]

Denham, S.A.; Bassett, H.H.; Zinsser, K.; Wyatt, TM. How preschoolers’ social-emotional learning predicts their early school
success: Developing theory-promoting, competency-based assessments. Infant Child Dev. 2014, 23, 426-454. [CrossRef]


https://doi.org/10.1111/bjep.12255
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12091
https://doi.org/10.1080/02796015.2011.12087715
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12864
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2011.610678
https://doi.org/10.1080/10409289.2018.1475820
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405629.2021.1903864
https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000140
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27337508
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025416645667
https://doi.org/10.1111/sode.12072
https://doi.org/10.1007/s13158-017-0185-5
https://doi.org/10.1177/1063426620937691
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9507.2009.00543.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/87565641.2010.549980
https://doi.org/10.1080/01443410.2015.1034090
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.760782
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2008.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1177/0271121420935579
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654320914743
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-022-09680-7
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2010.01564.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00127-020-01934-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-4405(96)00029-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2018.03.006
https://doi.org/10.1080/02568543.2015.1008659
https://doi.org/10.2307/1131882
https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.1899
https://doi.org/10.1002/icd.1840

Children 2023, 10, 1070 19 of 20

59.

60.

61.

62.

63.

64.

65.

66.

67.

68.

69.

70.

71.

72.

73.

74.

75.

76.

77.

78.

79.

80.

81.

82.

Guhn, M.; Gadermann, A.M.; Almas, A.; Schonert-Reichl, K.A.; Hertzman, C. Associations of teacher-rated social, emotional, and
cognitive development in kindergarten to self-reported wellbeing, peer relations, and academic test scores in middle childhood.
Early Child. Res. Q. 2016, 35, 76-84. [CrossRef]

Denham, S.A.; Bassett, H.H.; Mincic, M.; Kalb, S.; Way, E.; Wyatt, T.; Segal, Y. Social-emotional learning profiles of preschoolers’
early school success: A person-centered approach. Learn. Individ. Differ. 2012, 22, 178-189. [CrossRef]

Raver, C.C.; Knitzer, J. Ready to Enter: What Research Tells Policy Makers about Strategies to Promote Social and Emotional School
Readiness among Three and Four-Year-Olds; National Center for Children in Poverty, Columbia University: New York, NY, USA,
2002.

Korucu, I.; Ayturk, E.; Finders, ] K.; Schnur, G.; Bailey, C.S.; Tominey, S.L.; Schmitt, S.A. Self-regulation in preschool: Examining
its factor structure and associations with pre-academic skills and social-emotional competence. Front. Psychol. 2022, 12, 717317.
[CrossRef]

Esch, P; Bocquet, V.; Pull, C.; Couffignal, S.; Lehnert, T.; Graas, M.; Fond-Harmant, L.; Ansseau, M. The downward spiral
of mental disorders and educational attainment: A systematic review on early school leaving. BMC Psychiatry 2014, 14, 237.
[CrossRef]

Hair, E.; Halle, T.; Terry-Humen, E.; Lavelle, B.; Calkins, J. Children’s school readiness in the ECLS-K: Predictions to academic,
health, and social outcomes in first grade. Early Child. Res. Q. 2006, 21, 431-454. [CrossRef]

Malecki, C.K.; Elliot, S.N. Children’s social behaviors as predictors of academic achievement: A longitudinal analysis. Sch. Psychol.
Q. 2002, 17, 1-23. [CrossRef]

Corcoran, R.P; Cheung, A.C.; Kim, E.; Xie, C. Effective universal school-based social and emotional learning programs for
improving academic achievement: A systematic review and meta-analysis of 50 years of research. Educ. Res. Rev. 2018, 25, 56-72.
[CrossRef]

Simdes, C.; Santos, A.C.; Lebre, P; Daniel, J.R.; Branquinho, C.; Gaspar, T.; de Matos, M.G. Assessing the impact of the European
resilience curriculum in preschool, early and late primary school children. Sch. Psychol. Int. 2021, 42, 539-566. [CrossRef]
Browne, G.; Gafni, A ; Roberts, J.; Byrne, C.; Majumdar, B. Effective/efficient mental health programs for school-age children: A
synthesis of reviews. Soc. Sci. Med. 2004, 58, 1367-1384. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

The Conduct Problems Prevention Research Group. The implementation of the Fast Track Program: An example of a large-scale
prevention science efficacy trial. . Abnorm. Child Psychol. 2002, 30, 1-17. [CrossRef]

Weare, K.; Nind, M. Mental health promotion and problem prevention in schools: What does the evidence say? Health Promot. Int.
2011, 26, i29-i69. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Cavioni, V.; Zanetti, M.A. Social-emotional learning and students’ transition from kindergarten to primary school in Italy. In
Transforming the Future of Learning with Educational Research; Askell-Williams, H., Ed.; IGI Global: Hershey, PA, USA, 2015; pp.
241-258.

Ungar, M. Multisystemic Resilience: Adaptation and Transformation in Contexts of Change; Oxford University Press: New York, NY,
USA, 2021.

Blewitt, C.; Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, M.; Nolan, A.; Bergmeier, H.; Vicary, D.; Huang, T.; McCabe, P.; McKay, T.; Skouteris, H. Social
and emotional learning associated with universal curriculum-based interventions in early childhood education and care centers:
A systematic review and meta-analysis. JAMA Netw. Open 2018, 1, €185727. [CrossRef]

Losel, F.; Stemmler, M.; Bender, D. Long-term evaluation of a bimodal universal prevention program: Effects on antisocial
development from kindergarten to adolescence. . Exp. Criminol. 2013, 9, 429-449. [CrossRef]

Stefan, C.A.; Danild, L; Cristescu, D. Assessing the effectiveness and the mechanisms of the Social-Emotional Prevention Program
for Preschoolers: Findings from a universal school-based intervention. J. Sch. Psychol. 2023, 98, 206-223. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
Stefan, C.A.; Miclea, M. Effects of a multifocused prevention program on preschool children’s competencies and behavior
problems. Psychol. Sch. 2013, 50, 382—402. [CrossRef]

Lester, L.; Cefai, C.; Cavioni, V.; Barnes, A.; Cross, D. A whole-school approach to promoting staff wellbeing. Aust. J. Teach. Educ.
2020, 45, 1-22. [CrossRef]

Cefai, C.; Arlove, A.; Duca, M.; Galea, N.; Muscat, M.; Cavioni, V. RESCUR Surfing the Waves: An evaluation of a resilience
programme in the early years. Pastor. Care Educ. 2018, 36, 189-204. [CrossRef]

Cavioni, C.; Grazzani, I.; Ornaghi, V.; Agliati, A.; Gandellini, S.; Cefai, C.; Camilleri, L.; Bartolo, P; Tatalovic Vorkapic, S.; Golob,
L.; et al. A multi-component curriculum to promote teachers” mental health: Findings from the PROMEHS program. Int. J. Emot.
Educ. 2023, 15, 34-52. [CrossRef]

Cefai, C.; Camilleri, L.; Bartolo, P.; Grazzani, I.; Cavioni, V.; Conte, E.; Ornaghi, V.; Agliati, A.; Gandellini, S.; Tatalovic Vorkapic,
S.; et al. The effectiveness of a school-based, universal mental health programme in six European countries. Front. Psychol. 2022,
13, 1-13. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Poulou, M.S.; Grazzani, I.; Cavioni, V.; Ornaghi, V.; Conte, E.; Cefai, C.; Camilleri, L.; Bartolo, P. Changes in students’ social and
emotional competences following the implementation of a school-based intervention program. Am. J. Appl. Psychol. 2022, 11,
122-132.

dos Santos, M.E,; Simées, C.; Santos, A.C.; Lebre, P; Grazzani, I. Does online implementation make a difference in the effects of a
mental health curriculum at schools? Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2022, 19, 16990. [CrossRef]


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2015.12.027
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.lindif.2011.05.001
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.717317
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-014-0237-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecresq.2006.09.005
https://doi.org/10.1521/scpq.17.1.1.19902
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2017.12.001
https://doi.org/10.1177/01430343211025075
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0277-9536(03)00332-0
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14759682
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1014292830216
https://doi.org/10.1093/heapro/dar075
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22079935
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2018.5727
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11292-013-9192-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jsp.2023.04.005
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/37253580
https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.21683
https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2020v45n2.1
https://doi.org/10.1080/02643944.2018.1479224
https://doi.org/10.56300/KFNZ2526
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.925614
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36003110
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph192416990

Children 2023, 10, 1070 20 0f 20

83.

84.

85.

86.

87.

88.

89.

90.

91.

92.

93.

94.

95.

96.

97.

98.

99.

100.

101.

Colomeischi, A.A.; Duca, D.S.; Bujor, L.; Rusu, PP.; Grazzani, I.; Cavioni, V. Impact of a school mental health program on
children’s and adolescents’ socio-emotional skills and psychosocial difficulties. Children 2022, 9, 1661. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
CASEL—Evidence-Based Social and Emotional Learning Programs: CASEL Criteria Updates and Rationale. Available online:
https:/ /casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/11_CASEL-Program-Criteria-Rationale.pdf (accessed on 14 April 2023).
Brackett, M.A.; Bailey, C.S.; Hoffmann, ].D.; Simmons, D.N. RULER: A theory-driven, systemic approach to social, emotional, and
academic learning. Educ. Psychol. 2019, 54, 144-161. [CrossRef]

Smith, T.E.; Sheridan, S.M.; Kim, E.M.; Park, S.; Beretvas, S.N. The effects of family-school partnership interventions on academic
and social-emotional functioning: A meta-analysis exploring what works for whom. Educ. Psychol. Rev. 2020, 32, 511-544.
[CrossRef]

Djamnezhad, D.; Koltcheva, N.; Dizdarevic, A.; Mujezinovic, A.; Peixoto, C.; Coelho, V.; Achten, M.; Kolumban, E.; Machado, F;
Hofvander, B. Social and emotional learning in preschool settings: A systematic map of systematic reviews. Front. Educ. 2021, 6,
691670. [CrossRef]

Martinsone, B.; Stokenberga, I.; Grazzani, I. Monitoring system of implementation of the Promoting Mental Health at Schools
(PROMEHS) program. Front. Psychol. 2022, 13, 1043001. [CrossRef]

Grazzani, I.; Agliati, A.; Conte, E.; Cavioni, V.; Gandellini, S.; Ornaghi, V.; Rossi, EM.; Tatalovi¢ Vorkapi¢, S.; Tambolas, A.C.;
Lisjak, K.; et al. PROMEHS. The Curriculum to Promote Mental Health at School. Activities Handbook for Teachers, Kindergarten and
Primary School (Ages 3-10); Mimesis Edizioni: Milan, Italy, 2022.

Grazzani, I.; Agliati, A.; Conte, E.; Cavioni, V.; Gandellini, S.; Ornaghi, V.; Rossi, EM.; Tatalovi¢ Vorkapi¢, S.; Tambolas, A.C,;
Lisjak, K.; et al. PROMEHS. The Curriculum to Promote Mental Health at School. Activities Handbook for Students, Kindergarten and
Primary School (Ages 3-10); Mimesis Edizioni: Milan, Italy, 2022.

Elliott, S.N.; DiPerna, J.C.; Anthony, C.J.; Lei, P.; Gresham, EM. Social Skills Improvement System, Social Emotional Learning (SSIS-SEL)
Brief Scales; SAIL CoLab: Scottsdale, AZ, USA, 2020.

Anthony, C.J.; Elliott, S.N.; DiPerna, ].C.; Lei, P. The SSIS SEL brief scales-student form: Initial development and validation. Sch.
Psychol. 2020, 35, 277-283. [CrossRef]

Anthony, C.J.; Elliott, S.N.; Yost, M.; Lei, P-W.; DiPerna, J.C.; Cefai, C.; Camilleri, L.; Bartolo, P.A.; Grazzani, I.; Ornaghi, V.; et al.
Multi-informant validity evidence for the SSIS SEL Brief Scales across six European countries. Front. Psychol. 2022, 13, 928189.
[CrossRef]

Goodman, R. The Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire: A research note. |. Child Psychol. Psychiatry 1997, 38, 581-586.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

Goodman, A.; Lamping, D.L.; Ploubidis, G.B. When to use broader internalising and externalising subscales instead of the
hypothesised five subscales on the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ): Data from British parents, teachers and
children. J. Abnorm. Child Psychol. 2010, 38, 1179-1191. [CrossRef]

Hair, ].F,; Black, W.C.; Babin, B.].; Anderson, R.E. Multivariate Data Analysis, 7th ed.; Pearson Education: Upper Saddle River, NJ,
USA, 2014.

Jennings, P.A.; Greenberg, M.T. The prosocial classroom: Teacher social and emotional competence in relation to student and
classroom outcomes. Rev. Educ. Res. 2009, 79, 491-525. [CrossRef]

Cowie, H.; Myers, C.-A. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the mental health and well-being of children and young
people. Child. Soc. 2021, 35, 62-74. [CrossRef]

Cusinato, M.; Iannattone, S.; Spoto, A.; Poli, M.; Moretti, C.; Gatta, M.; Miscioscia, M. Stress, resilience, and well-being in Italian
children and their parents during the COVID-19 pandemic. Int. |. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 8297. [CrossRef]

Prime, H.; Wade, M.; Browne, D.T. Risk and resilience in family well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic. Am. Psychol. 2020,
75, 631-643. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

Belfield, C.; Bowden, A.; Klapp, A.; Levin, H.; Shand, R.; Zander, S. The economic value of social and emotional learning.
J. Benefit-Cost Anal. 2015, 6, 508-544. [CrossRef]

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.


https://doi.org/10.3390/children9111661
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/36360389
https://casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/11_CASEL-Program-Criteria-Rationale.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/00461520.2019.1614447
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10648-019-09509-w
https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2021.691670
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1043001
https://doi.org/10.1037/spq0000390
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.928189
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1469-7610.1997.tb01545.x
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9255702
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-010-9434-x
https://doi.org/10.3102/0034654308325693
https://doi.org/10.1111/chso.12430
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17228297
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000660
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32437181
https://doi.org/10.1017/bca.2015.55

	Introduction 
	SEL Competencies and Mental Health 
	Children’s Mental Health and Early Learning Outcomes 
	School-Based Interventions in Preschool Settings and the PROMEHS Program 
	The Present Study 

	Materials and Methods 
	Participants 
	Research Design and Procedure 
	Measures 
	Data Analysis 

	Results 
	Discussion 
	Conclusions 
	Appendix A
	References

