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Abstract

Social and emotional skills are protective factors against several negative functioning indicators. A
current challenge on social and emotional skills research is to descrive of the long-term impact of
social and emotional development programs. The objective of this follow-up study was to evaluate
the long-term impact of a program for the development of social and emotional skills — “Crescer a
Brincar” (Growing up Playing) — on disruptive behaviors and on students’ engagement with school
eight years after the beginning and four years after the end of the intervention. Results revealed that
the experimental group registered lower disruptive behaviors and higher intrinsic motivation. These
results have important implications for the promotion of positive youth development, especially for
the promotion of health in school-based interventions.

Keywords: Social and emotional skills, school-based interventions, school engagement, disruptive
behaviors.

Resumo

As competéncias sociais € emocionais sdo fatores de protecdo contra varios indicadores de funcio-
namento negativo. Um dos desafios atuais na investiga¢ao ao nivel da promogo de competéncias
sociais e emocionais ¢ o seu impacto a longo-prazo. O objetivo deste estudo de follow-up foi avaliar
o impacto do programa de promog¢do de competéncias sociais e emocionais “Crescer a Brincar”
nos comportamentos disruptivos ¢ no envolvimento dos alunos com a escola, oito anos depois do
inicio do programa e quatro anos depois do final da intervengéo. Os resultados demonstraram que
0 grupo experimental registrou menos comportamentos disruptivos e maior motivagdo intrinseca.
Estes resultados tém implicagdes importantes para a promogao de desenvolvimento positivo entre
criangas e jovens em contexto escolar.
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escolar, comportamentos disruptivos.

Social and emotional skills are involved in different
levels of organization and development, including in cas-
cades of positive and negative development among chil-
dren and adolescents (Blandon, Calkins, Grimm, Keane,
& O’Brian, 2010; Dodge, Greenberg, Malone, & Conduct
Problems Prevention Research Group [CPPRG], 2008; Jo-
seph & Newman, 2010; Nese et al., 2012; Thomas, 2012).

Social and emotional functioning has been concep-
tualized through different constructs, from emotional
intelligence (Mayer, Salovey, & Caruso, 1997), social-
emotional learning (an interaccionist and educational
perspective; Collaborative for Academic, Social, and
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Emotional Learning [CASEL], 2005), and integrative
frameworks (Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010). In spite of
the differences among the different approaches, social and
emotional competencies can be defined as

the ability to understand, manage, and express the

social and emotional aspects of one’s life in ways

that enable the successful management of life such
as learning, forming relationships, solving everyday
problems, and adapting to the complex demands of

growth and development. (Elias, 1997, p. 2)

For an effective promotion of these competencies,
the intervention programs should promote specific skills,
transversal to the social and emotional functioning, such
as emotional comprehension, emotional differentiation,
emotional regulation, social skills, and decision making
skills (Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010; CASEL, 2005;
Moreira, Oliveira, Crusellas, & Lima, 2012; Watson &
Emery, 2010).
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Social and Emotional Skills and Internalizing
and Externalizing Disruptive Behavior

Children and adolescents who present social and emo-
tional skill deficits tend to demonstrate higher levels of
disruptive behaviors (Bornstein, Hahn, & Haynes, 2010).
Emotion understanding, emotional differentiation and
self-regulation reduce the probability of children present-
ing aggressive reactivity (Pavarini, Loureiro, & Souza,
2011) and are protective factors against behavior problems
(Payton et al., 2000).

Emotions (through their different components), medi-
ate the relation between structures, individual function-
ing and psychopathology (Brown, 2004). As dynamic
processes, emotions and psychopathology are reciprocal
components of human functioning. As Masten and col-
leagues (2005) pointed out, (a) psychological disorders
contribute to deficits in emotional development; (b) deficits
in the emotional development contribute to the develop-
ment of psychological disorders, and; (c) the deficits in
the development of emotional skills and the development
of psychopathology are influenced by common factors
(Masten et al., 2005). Emotional regulation is negatively
correlated to internalizing and externalizing disruptive
behavior (Zhou et al., 2002), emotional differentiation
and emotional self-regulation skills decrease aggressive
reactivity (Pavarini et al., 2011), and deficits on emotional
self-regulation are associated to more behavior problems
(Eisenberg, Smith, Sadovsky, & Spinrad, 2004).

Students’ Engagement with School and Social
and Emotional Skills

Students’ engagement with school refers to the stu-
dents’ connectiveness, identification and involvement with
school. The students’ engagement with school depends
on dynamics relations between different dimensions,
including cognitive, emotional, relational and behavioral
dimensions (Appleton, Christenson, Kim, & Reschly,
2006; Moreira, Vaz, Dias, & Petracchi, 2009). As a multi-
dimensional construct (Moreira, Dias, Vaz, & Vaz, 2013),
students’ engagement with school is crucial for youth’s
healthy development (Catalano, Oesterle, Fleming, &
Hawkins, 2004) and is associated with various indicators
of students’ academic trajectories, including learning
difficulties, behavior and emotional problems (Shernoff,
Csikszentmmihalyi, Schneider, & Shernoff, 2003), aca-
demic performance, and it is one of the stronger predic-
tors of school dropout (Christenson et al., 2008; Johnson,
McGue, & lacono, 2006). The relationships between
social and emotional skills and students’ engagement with
school are bidirectional: (a) socio-emotional functioning
is significantly related to the participation of students in
school (positive affect with higher levels of involvement,
negative affect with lower levels of involvement); (b) cop-
ing skills are positively related to school involvement; (c)
positive affect is associated with adaptive coping strate-
gies; and (d) the relationship between positive affect and
school involvement, and between emotional intelligence

and academic achievement is partially mediated by coping
strategies (MacCann, Fogarty, Zeidner, & Roberts, 2011;
Reschly, Huebner, Appleton, & Antaramian, 2008). It is
expected that social and emotional skills promotion impact
on some dimensions of students’ engagement with school,
specifically cognitive indicators of engagement, such as
motivation.

The Efficacy of Social and Emotional Skills Promotion
Programs

Efficacy of school-based programs that promote social
and emotional skills is well established (Hutchings et al.,
2012), also at a cross-cultural level (Kimber, Sandell, &
Bremberg, 2008; Moreira, Crusellas, Sa, Gomes, & Matias,
2010; Ross, Sheard, Cheung, Elliott, & Slavin, 2011), as
revealed by several meta-analyses (e.g., Diekstra, Sklad,
Gravesteijn, Ben, & Ritter, 2008; Durlak, Weissberg, &
Pachan, 2010; Frey, Nolen, van Schoiack, & Hirschstein,
2005).

Current research on social and emotional skills promo-
tion programs faces two main challenges. On one hand,
because the programs evaluation is been mostly made up to
12 months after its completion (e.g. Hong, Yufeng, Agho,
& Jacobs, 2011), there is a pressing need to assess these
interventions effects at a long term (Diekstra et al., 2008;
Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger,
2011). On the other hand, because social and emotional
skills are components of several developmental processes
and outcomes, it is highly relevant to evaluate the impact
of social and emotional skills promotion on the different
functioning domains, including internalizing and exter-
nalizing disruptive behavior and on students’ cognitive
engagement with school (Diekstra et al., 2008; Durlak et
al., 2011).

Program “Growing Up Playing”

The “Growing Up Playing” (GUP) is an (a) theoretical
integrative, (b) technical eclectic; (c) multi-component;
(d) longitudinal, and (¢) manual-based program. The pro-
gram integrates the contributions of different theoretical
approaches, including the approaches of Emotional Com-
petence (Saarni, 2000), Emotional Intelligence (Mayer et
al., 1997) and Socio-Emotional Learning (e.g., Coryn,
Spybrook, Evergreen, & Blinkiewicz, 2009). The GUP is
an eclectic program, as it includes social and emotional
promotion techniques derived from different models and
theories, including Behavioral (e.g. external and internal
stimuli discrimination, body responses identification, and
consequences identification), Cognitive (e.g., cognitive
processing, cognitions identification, meaning attribution),
Experiential (e.g., awareness of the body sensations and
emotional responses, keeping in touch with internal experi-
ences and its consideration for cognitive processing and for
behavioral responses selection) and humanistic (teachers
promote the relational necessary conditions for human
development, including empathy, and unconditional ac-
ceptance of the children experiences and internal states).
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The GUP is multi-component, as it addresses the main
components included in the several typologies of social
and emotional skills: emotion awareness, self-control and
self-regulation, self-concept and self-esteem, social skills,
positive emotions promotion, and decision-making skills
(Moreira et al., 2010). The GUP is a longitudinal program,
as it is implemented over time, during the first four school
years, whith specific exercises and manuals for each school
year. Finally, the GUP is a manual-based program. Teach-
ers are crucial for the development of students’ social
and emotional skills (Antoniadou & Bibou-Nakou, 2012;
Garner, 2010; Jennings & Greeberg, 2009; Merrell &
Gueldner, 2010; Merritt, Wanless, Rimm-Kaufman, Cam-
eron, & Peugh, 2012; Preston, 2009; Ransford, Greenberg,
Domitrovich, Small, & Jacobson, 2009). Consistently, stu-
dents and teachers have specific manuals for the different
social and emotional dimensions, and the first exploration
of concepts, processes and techniques is manual-based.
Teachers are facilitators of the students’ aplication of the
acquired skills in the children school daily experiences.
Finally, children are invited to apply the promoted social
and emotional skills to experiences from multiple contexts
(including at home).

The description of the program was extensively
described elsewhere (Moreira et al., 2010). The efficacy
of the program has been repeatedly evaluated, with results
showing the program’s efficacy at promoting social
and emotional skills (emotional self-control, emotional
differentiation, emotional regulation, assertiveness and
self-esteem), with large effect sizes (higher than .80)
in all of the evaluated variables (Moreira et al., 2010).
In addition, two years after the program begun, the
experimental group registered a statistically significant
increase in the number of children classified with a secure
attachment, in comparison with the control group (Rios,
Soares, & Moreira, 2007). Besides, the interviews that
where conducted in the study that evaluated children
in different situations of attachment demonstrated con-
gruent results with the outcomes obtained using the
measurement scales: children in the experimental group
were better at identifying their emotional states, in different
situations of separation, and presented a more coherent
and diverse speech (in terms of emotional identification
and differentiation), suggesting that the effects of the
program were associated with a more secure attachment
representation (Rios, 2006).

Objective of the Study

The students from the experimental group had registered
statistically better scores in the dimensions assessed at the
end of the intervention (self-control, emotion identification
and differentiation, self-esteem, social skills and emotion
regulation), as reported elsewhere (Moreira et al., 2010).
At the beginning of the intervention, students from the
experimental and the control did not registered statistically
significant differences in any of the assessed dimensions.
At the end of the intervention the two groups differed in all

the assessed dimensions, suggesting that these differences
are results from the intervention. The main objective
of this study was to evaluate the impact of a social and
emotional skills promotion program (Growing up Playing),
in disruptive internalization and externalization behaviors,
and in the students’ cognitive engagement with school, 4
years after the end of the intervention. This study tested
the hypothesis that students in the experimental group (4
years after the end of its implementation) would present
lower scores on internalizing and externalizing disruptive
behaviors and higher scores on dimensions of cognitive
engagement with school.

Method

This was quasi-experimental study, with a post-test
only, with non-equivalent control group (Campbell &
Stanley, 1966; McGuigan, 1976; Montero & Léon, 2007).

Participants

A non-clinical group of 8" graders from the North of
Portugal participated in this study (70 of the students where
male subjects and 102 where female). Adolescents from
the experimental group (#=37 students; 14 males and 23
females) were part of the group of children who received
the complete intervention from 2002 to 2006. The experi-
mental group started their first year grade school in 2002
and received the program between their 1% and 4™ school
year. During their 5" to 8" grade school years students
haven’t received any type of intervention. The control
group consisted of 135 children (56 male students and 79
female students), all from the same council that did not par-
ticipate in the program. From the control group, 135 filled
out the Students’ engagement instrument and 110 filled out
the Youth Self Report. Each participant completed both the
School Engagement and the Youth Self Report. Although
both the instruments were delivered to each student, some
students did not complete the Youth Self Report. This fact
explains the difference in the number of collected School
Engagement and Youth Self Report instruments. In order
to insure the external validity of the study, participation
criteria were strictly followed. The inclusion criterion in
the experimental group was had received the complete
intervention during 2002-2006. The exclusion criteria
were (2) not had received the complete intervention during
2002-2006, and (b) not had been assessed at the end of the
intervention. The inclusion criterion in the control group
was not had received the intervention during 2002-2006,
and the exclusion criteria was had received other type of
socio-emotional intervention.

The average age of the adolescents that constituted
the experimental group (n=37) was 13.24 (SD=.60) and
the average of failures is .22 (SD=.58). The adolescents
from the control group (n=135) presented an average of
age 13.31 (SD=.75). Both groups presented a similar so-
cioeconomic profile.
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Intervention Procedures

The program was implemented by teachers thorough
the 1% to the 4™ academic year, once or twice a week, inte-
grated with the learning of curricular content, and in each
year are worked different socio-emotional skills. Based
on the manuals used to promote each socio-emotional
outcome, teachers applied the program in the classrooms
while each child had his/her own manual as a working
base (Moreira et al., 2010). In addition to the manual-
based exercises, teachers promoted activities that allowed
students to apply the new acquired skills to other everyday
life activities and situations.

In the effectiveness study of the “GUP” program
(Moreira et al., 2010), teachers who participated in the
project had a training course of 10 hours where he addressed
the objectives and procedures. Every 20 days, the project
specialists gave teachers technical supervision and training.

Measures

School Engagement. The students’ engagement with
school was evaluated using the Portuguese version of the
School Engagement Instrument (SEI; Appleton & Chris-
tenson, 2004). It consists of a self report questionnaire,
composed of two scales — Cognitive School Engagement
and Psychological School Engagement — and a total of 35
items with a 4-point Likert scale (1= Totally Disagree;
2= Disagree; 3= Agree; 4= Totally Agree). The Cogni-
tive School Engagement Scale is composed of three
sub-scales: (a) control and relevance of school work; (b)
aspirations and future goals, and, (c) extrinsic motivation.
The Psychological School Engagement Scale is composed
of three sub-scales: (a) Teacher-student relationship; (b)
family support in learning; and (c) support from friends
in learning. The Portuguese version of the scale presents
good psychometric properties, with Cronbach alphas
values ranging from .64 (in the Future aspirations and
goals subscale) to .79 (in the Teacher-students relationship
subscale; Moreira et al., 2009).

Disruptive Internalization and Externalization
Behavior. To evaluate the existence of disruptive
internalization and externalization behavior, we used the
Youth Self Report (YSR; Achenbach, 2001). This self-
report, 119 items 3-points Likert scale (2 = true many
times, 1 = in some way or sometimes true; 0 = not true),
measures adolescents internalizing and externalizing
disruptive behaviors as well as positive qualities, and
presents good psychometric properties in the Portuguese
population (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2013).

Procedures

Students that received the program during their 1%
(2002) and 4™ (2006) school grade years, were in their
8" school grade year at the date that the data was col-
lected. This means that they changed schools. Therefore,
first of all, we identified the schools that were part of the
experimental and the control group during the period
of 2002 and 2006. Secondly, we identified the students

who transferred from the schools that had received the
program. After having identified these students, we con-
firmed if each one of the students’ name was on the list
of the classes that have receive the program. Students of
these schools that did not receive any type of intervention
were included in the control group. Thirdly, an informed
consent sheet was handed to the legal guardians of the
students of these schools, in order to request and to autho-
rize the application of the questionnaires to their children,
explaining the objectives of the ongoing investigation,
identifying the questionnaires and those who would be
applying the instruments and the project coordinator, and
guaranteeing privacy and confidentiality of the collected
data. The students filled out both the questionnaires, in an
only group session. Randomly, half of the students filled
out the Student Engagement Instrument and secondly the
Youth Self Report, and the other half of the students first
filled out the Youth Self Report and secondly the Students
Engagement Instrument.

All statistical analysis was performed on the computer
program Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) for
Windows (version 17.0), using the Mann-Whitney test to
analyze the groups means differences.

Results

Regarding students engagement with school, the ex-
perimental group (M = 5.82; SD = 1.67) and the control
group (M = 6.44; SD = 1.69) presented statistical signifi-
cant differences only at the extrinsic motivation level (U
= 1936.5; p = .030), and no other statistical significant
difference was found in other dimensions (Table 1).

Regarding internalizing and externalizing disruptive
behavior, of the 37 students in the experimental group
who participated in this study, only 31 completed the YSR.
Thus, the YSR analyzes were performed with only the
results of these 31 participants. The obtained data showed
that the groups present statistical significant differences at
the Anxiety problem level / Depression (U = 1233; p =
.018), Attention problems (U = 1217.5; p = .015) and in
Total problems (U= 1278.5; p = .034; Table 2).

Discussion

The objective of the study was to evaluate the long
term impact of a program for the promotion of social
and emotional skills (the Growing up Playing program)
on students’ engagement with school and on disruptive
internalizing and externalizing behaviors. The hypotheses
were only partially confirmed, since we found statistically
significant differences in only one dimension of school
engagement, and in some dimensions of internalizing
disruptive behaviors.

The promotion of social and emotional skills in ado-
lescents contributes to positive development and behavior
adjustment of the child (Diekstra et al., 2008). The results
of this study revealed differences at the level of total
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Table 1

Mean (M), Standard-Deviation (SD), and Mean Ranks (Mann-Whitney test) between the Experimental and the Control
Groups at the Level of Students’ Engagement with School Dimensions

Experimental group

Control group

Dimension (n=37) (n=135)
M SD MR M SD MR U P

Control and relevance of School work (CRSW) 19.96 2.14 87.46  19.89 2.63 86.24 2462  .89%4
Future aspirations and goals (FAG) 10.78 1.25 88.32  10.59 1.60 86.00 2630 .794
Extrinsic motivation (EM) 5.82 1.67 7134 644 1.69 90.66 1936.5 .030%*
Teacher-student relationships (TSR) 24.24 2.61 91.19 23.72 3.14 8521 2324 516
Family support for learning (FSL) 14.61 1.47 9524 14.26 1.62 84.10 2174 218
Peer support for learning (PSL) 19.38 1.80 9296 1879 236 84.73 2258 369
Cognitive engagement 36.56 3.69 82.64 36.92 4.33 87.56 23545 .593
Psychological engagement 58.23 4.32 96.14  56.77 5.68 83.86 2141 183
Total of Students’ engagement with school 94.78 6.89 88.73  93.68 8.91 85.89 2415 758

Note. U: Mann-Whitney.
* p<.05.

Table 2

Mean (M), Standard-Deviation (SD), and Mean Ranks (Mann-Whitney test) between the Experimental and the Control
Groups at the Level of Internalizing and Externalizing Disruptive Behaviors

Experimental group

Control group

(n=31) (n=110)
M SD MR M SD MR U P
Anxiety / depression problems 331 3.77 55.77 6.39 4.59 75.29 1233.0  .018*
Withdrawn / depression problems  2.56 2.50 60.45 3.08 1.98 72.47 1378.0 .100
Somatic complains 3.03 2.83 65.77 3.31 2.79 72.47 1543.0 416
Social problems 2.57 3.13 62.42 2.95 2.82 73.42 1439.0 .180
Thought problem 3.19 3.31 63.89 3.58 3.08 73.00 1484.5 269
Attention problems 4.03 3.34 55.27 5.48 3.23 75.43 1217.5  .015%*
Rule breaking behaviour 3.13 3.58 66.48 3.50 3.36 72.27 1565.0 482
Agressive behaviour 5.78 4.74 61.42 6.89 4.62 73.70 1408.0 138
Other problems 4.69 3.30 70.87 4.70 2.75 71.04 1701.0 984
Internalizing 9.94 8.13 58.66 12.78 7.87 74.48 1322.5 .057
Externalizing 8.90 7.92 62.50 10.39 7.29 73.40 1441.5 .189
Total problems 3333 25.39 57.24 39.88  21.73  74.88 1278.5  .034*
Positive qualities 19.84 6.03 77.11 19.59 451 69.28 1515.5 343

* p<.05.

problems and in some internalizing disruptive behaviors
(Anxiety and depression problems and attention problems),
but not in externalization disruptive behavior. The children
who participated in the Growing Up Playing program pre-
sented less symptoms compared to their peers who did not
participate. Deficits in skills such as emotion recognition,
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differentiation and regulation are many times related to the
development of internalization behavior (Zeman, Shipman,
& Suveg, 2002). Internalizing problems involve many
times, lack of capacity to control negative emotionality,
reflected in high levels of rumination, sadness, depression
(Eisenberg et al., 2001) and anxiety (Mennin, McLaugh-
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lin, & Flanagan, 2009). Because the Growing up Playing
Program promotes impulses and emotional self-regulation,
the results found in this study are consistent with what
would be expected, namely on adolescent populations (e.g.
Humphrey, Lemdrum, & Wigelsworth, 2010) due to the
previous evidences that specific emotional skills (such as
emotional self-regulation) promotes positive affect which,
in turn, acts as a protective factor against disruptive inter-
nalizing behaviors (Isen & Reeve, 2005).

In terms of engagement with school, the experimental
registered statistically significant higher values on intrinsic
motivation, when compared to the control group. These
findings are consistent to other studies (Frey et al., 2005),
including those that demonstrate that the promotion of
social and emotional skills positively impacts on execu-
tive functions (Riggs, Jahromi, Razza, Dillworth-Bart, &
Mueller, 2006). There is evidence that intrinsic motiva-
tion is related to self-control and to positive affect (Isen
& Reeve, 2005). Besides self-control and positive affect
the Growing Up Playing Program promotes the emotional
and cognitive identification and differentiation. These
processes allow for components such as representations,
images, memories, preferences, values, meanings, emo-
tional knowledge, etc., to become more available to be
integrated into psychological organizations (for example,
in the definition of objectives and motivations, etc.). In ad-
dition, these emotional skills promote the development of
mechanisms of self-regulation that leads the individual to
decrease the tendency to automatically respond to external
or extrinsic stimuli, and increases the tendency to establish
organizations (such as objectives and goals) that tend to
regulate responses to the environment and orient their
emotional, cognitive and behavioral investment. A higher
emotional and cognitive awarness may result in consider-
ing of different aspects of experience, and in some students
may be consistent with the valuing of school, and others
may be congruent with a valorization of other issues. This
is because the appreciation of school is ecologically situ-
ated in the main developmental contexts of the individual,
where family assumes a particular relevance. For this
reason, the lack of differences in terms of aspirations and
future goals and control and relevance of school work may
be understood by the great relevance that other variables
(such as family, etc.) assume in the transmitting of what
is valued (future goals) and in the way the individual is
involved in school activities (with more or less structuring
at home, for example — which has an impact on control
and relevance of school work).

Since academic performance is positively correlated
with intrinsic motivation (e.g., Areepattamannil &
Freeman, 2008; Areepattamannil, Freeman, & Klinger,
2011) and negatively with disruptive internalization
behavior (e.g., Ackerman, Izard, Kobak, Brown, &
Smith, 2007), this study reinforces the importance of
Growing up Playing Program, not only at the prevention
of mental health disorders, but also at the promotion of
adaptive academic trajectories and of healthy personality
development (Moreira, Oliveira, Cloninger, et al., 2012).

These results have implications for the school-based
interventions aiming the promotion of students’ positive
development. Because of the biopsychosocial dimensions
involved in positive development (including socio-emo-
tional functioning, intellectual performance, etc.), these
results give support for the need of schools promoting
socio-emotional of their students in an intentional and
systematic way (Whear et al., 2012).

Limitations

The interpretation of these results has some limita-
tions. The small number of participants is understandable
because of the difficulties in maintaining participants in
a study during eight years. However, it is desirable that
future studies include larger samples. An evaluation of
dependent variables was made using self-report instru-
ments. It is desirable that future studies include a multiple
informant perspective.
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