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Youth mental health : A pressing public health issue  

 
Yet research also indicates that most youth do not pursue or receive 

services for mental health concerns (Jones, 2013; Merikangas et al., 

2011; MHASEF, 2017; Rickwood et al., 2014; Waddell et al., 2002). 

Although more children and youth are reporting mental health difficulties 

(including 22% of students in Ontario who meet diagnostic criteria for a 

mental health disorder), only 17- 40% of children and youth typically seek 

formal mental health services (Georgiades et al., 2019). However, 44% of 

children and youth in Ontario would seek mental health services at 

school if available (School Mental Health Ontario). 

At the post-secondary level, these challenges are even more prevalent. 

Data released in 2022 confirmed that mental health challenges persist 

across Canadian post-secondary campuses, with the majority of students 

reporting that the pandemic had either worsened their pre-existing mental 

health challenges (74%) or created new ones (61%; Abacus, CASA, & 

MHCC, 2022).] Interestingly, a study conducted in Toronto found that 

undergraduate students who had experienced distress before the 

pandemic were more resilient to the negative impacts of the pandemic, 

as they may have previously learned various coping strategies (Edwing 

et al., 2022). Universal, school-based SEL prior to the post-secondary 

transition may also aid in boosting studentsô knowledge of coping 

strategies.
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Youth mental health has become a pressing public policy issue across 
Canada. Adolescence is known as a period of heightened vulnerability 
for the onset of various mental health disorders (Government of 
Canada, 2006; Jawarska & MacQueen, 2015; Kessler et al., 2005; 
Scheiner et al., 2022; WHO, 2020), which are the leading cause of 
mortality and morbidity among adolescents and young adults (Jones, 
2013; Mokdad et al., 2016). In addition, adolescence and young 
adulthood is a time of transition, which can have both positive and 
negative implications for mental health (Hendrickx et al., 2020; Nielsen 
et al., 2017; Zimmer-Gembeck & Skinner, 2008). In the transition from 
high school, youth may move from one academic setting to another or 
directly to work; many also leave home for the first time and learn how 
to live independently (Aseltine & Gore, 2005; Ruberman, 2018 ). 

At present, there is evidence that rates of distress and more serious 
mental health problems are increasing among Canadian youth 
(Findlay, 2017; Wiens, 2020). Indeed, youth have experienced 
increased distress due to the COVID-19 pandemic, both in Canada 
(Courtney et al., 2020) and elsewhere (e.g., Creswell et al., 2021; 
Sampogna et al., 2021). During the pandemic, 57% of Canadian 
adolescents between 15 and 17 reported that their mental health had 
worsened (Children First, 2020; Statistics Canada, 2022). The 
pandemic has had lasting effects, with fewer youth reporting good 
mental health - since the pandemic, 62% of Canadian adolescents 
aged 15 and 24 reported poor mental health, compared to 40% prior 
to the pandemic in 2018 (Statistics Canada, 2022). 



Providing youth with accessible mental health support as part of mental health promotion strategies 
at the secondary school level has the potential to provide lifelong benefits as they navigate formative 
decisions and strengthen skills to manage adversity.

Supporting the development of social and emotional learning (SEL) skills is one way to promote and 
protect youth mental health and well-being through times of transition, by building life-long coping skills. 
SEL is typically defined as ñthe process of acquiring core competencies to recognize and manage 
emotions, set and achieve positive goals, appreciate the perspectives of others, establish and 
maintain positive relationships, make responsible decisions, and handle interpersonal 
situations constructivelyò (Payton et al., 2008, p. 5-6). 

In Ontario, the active ingredients of evidence-based SEL programs (PSSP, 2017) have been identified 
as: (1) stress management and coping, (2) healthy relationships, (3) positive motivation and 
perseverance, (4) identification and management of emotions, (5) self-awareness and sense of identity, 
and (6) critical and creative thinking (executive functioning).There is a growing body of research 
indicating a consistently positive relationship between high-school SEL and youth development 
outcomes, including positive social behaviors, academic achievement, fewer conduct problems, and 
less emotional distress and substance abuse (Taylor et al., 2017; Sancassiani et al., 2015; Corcoran et 
al., 2018). 

In many countries, schools represent the ideal setting for teaching SEL skills, given their capacity to 
identify students in need, their role in facilitating service delivery such as health promotion, and the 
feasibility of doing so in a universal manner (Short & Manion, 2012; SBMHSA, 2013). 

The 
promise of 
universal , 
school -
based SEL  



Culturally safe and responsive SEL  

 
Integrating culturally safe and responsive approaches to SEL skill-building is 
an important first step to enhancing studentsô social emotional development 
and ameliorating health and educational disparities (Mahfouz & Anthony-
Stevens, 2020). Culturally responsive SEL interventions aim to put in practice 
cultural safety principles by both developing capacity for cultural competence 
throughout institutions and acknowledging historical and relational power 
imbalances (Curtis et al., 2019; Laverty et al., 2017). 

Evidence suggests that development of social emotional competencies and 
self-awareness is strongly linked to emotionally engaging youth through their 
cultural experiences (Rodriguez-Izquierdo, 2018). A young personôs learning 
and identity are shaped by cultural practices, situated life experiences, and 
many other variables that converge in any given social interaction (Gutiérrez & 
Rogoff, 2003).

Through reflection, dialogue, and exchange of different understandings of well-
being, educators can draw on studentsô familial and cultural strengths to 
support mental health and address systemic educational inequities (Mahfouz 
& Anthony-Stevens, 2020; McCallops et al., 2019). It is important for teachers 
to understand how students of diverse backgrounds and experiencesð
including Indigenous, Black, minoritized, 2SLGBTQIA+ students, and students 
with differing abilitiesðmay experience discrimination. Encouraging dialogue 
through a variety of SEL skill-building activities can also create opportunities 
for cultural learning for both students and teachers (Wallace, 2016).
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School Mental Health Ontario

School Mental Health Ontario (SMH-ON) works alongside the Ministry of 
Education, English and French school districts and school authorities, 
and several provincial education and health organizations to develop a 
systematic and comprehensive approach to school mental health in 
Ontario. 

SMH-ON provides:

Å leadership and guidance about best practices in school mental health

Å implementation coaching

Å tailored, co-created resources

Å mental health literacy for educators and school/system leaders

Å training for school mental health professionals

Å mental health awareness for parents/families

Å a platform for student voice and leadership in school mental health

www.smho - smso.ca
@SMHO_SMSO
@thrivesmh ( student account )
School Mental Health Ontario

Through these services, SMH-ON aim to enhance the quality and 
consistency of mental health promotion, prevention and early 
intervention programming in Ontario schools.

Since 2014, SMH-ON (formerly School Mental Health Assist) has 
partnered with SRDC to co-develop the Skills for Life (S4L) resource. 
As part of the Leadership Team, SMH-ON has been responsible for 
project governance and operational decision-making, in addition to 
the design, pilot, planning, and evaluation stages of the project.

S4L has been designed to support the Grade 10 Careers Studies 
course (GLC2O) and complements the two new Mental Health 
Literacy Modules developed for that course by SMH-ON, to roll-out in 
the 2024-2025 school year. S4L also builds on curriculum supporting 
positive mental health and well-being in Grades 7, 8, and 9. 7

7

http://www.smho-smso.ca/
https://www.instagram.com/thrivesmh/


Over the past ten years of development and 
evaluation, the S4L leadership team has at 
different times included representatives from the 
Childrenôs Hospital of Eastern Ontario, the 
Ontario Ministry of Education, Mind your Mind, 
and the Ontario Secondary School Teachersô 
Federation, in addition to SMH-ON and SRDC. 
A previous version of the resource was based 
on a program for Grade 7 students that also 
focused on SEL skills during transitions, then 
adapted for high school students.  

In 2014, School Mental Health Ontario 
(SMH-ON) and the Social Research and 
Demonstration Corporation (SRDC) formed a 
partnership to develop, implement, and 
evaluate a classroom resource for Ontario 
schools to strengthen SEL skills among 
Ontario high school students. It was thought 
this could be a promising way to prepare 
students for the transition from high school 
and likewise help address the youth mental 
health crisis. 

Given S4Lôs focus on skills development to 
support students through life transitions, the 
decision was made to align content with the 
Grade 10 Civics and Careers course. 
Advantages of aligning content with this course 
curriculum included:
ÅA focus on the concept of transitions
ÅA universal approach to mental health 

promotion
ÅEfforts to support youth with different 

educational/career pathways

Skills4Life : A history of co -development
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TIMELINE Key phases of work over 10+ years to develop and 

evaluate the S4L resource 

2012-13 2014-15 2016-17 2018-23 2023-24

RESEARCH

Articulating need, identifying 

framework & best practices, finding 

the resource

DESIGN

Co-developing the resource, 

designing the delivery model, 

adjusting the resource based on pre-

pilot feedback

PLANNING

Updating lit review & 

gap analysis, 

evaluation design, 

review of resource

PILOT

Piloting in 6 

classrooms 

across the 

province

EVALUATION 

In 3 schools



A promising pilot

In the 2016-2017 school year, an implementation pilot was conducted of the S4L resource which then comprised nine 

lessons as well as teacher training and support. The pilot took place in six Ontario schools (five English and one 

French) in each of the provinceôs six regions. Participating schools represented a broad range of geographic locations, 

community contexts, board type and language, and student demographics. 

Findings from the first pilot indicated that the resource was relevant, useful, and feasible to deliver. Using multiple data 

collection methods with all stakeholders was key to identifying implications for a subsequent effectiveness study.

1. Educators, students, and Mental Health Leads all 

indicated that resources were appropriately 

designed and relevant regardless of school and 

student characteristics. Participants felt the 

resource met its stated goals, fit well within the Grade 

10 Careers Studies course, were practical to deliver 

in the classroom, and effectively engaged students. 

2. Teachers generally felt they were able to deliver 

the modules as designed. While teachers reported 

making minor adjustments to the structure of the 

resources to meet timelines and accommodate 

classroom dynamics, they remarked that modules 

stacked well on each other and proceeded 

developmentally, while still allowing enough room for 

dynamic student discussions

Lessons learned from the pilot

 

Suggestions were made to improve 

format, make content even more 

inclusive, and streamline training: 

Á Decrease the number of lessons - 

some teachers expressed feeling 

rushed to deliver all nine lessons

Á Make the content more inclusive of 

diverse youth, including equity-

deserving groups and at-risk youth

Á Make the content more 

developmentally appropriate for 

Grade 10 students 

Á Make more explicit the alignment 

with the Ontario Civics and Careers 

curriculum 

Á Update the teacher training model to 

be less labor-intensive and more 

practical to scale up

3. Positive changes in student outcomes were 

reported. Both teachers and students reported 

positive changes in studentsô self-awareness, self-

management, relationship skills, social awareness, 

and attitudes toward mental health. Quantitative 

measures showed limited changes in relationship 

skills, but qualitative evidence suggested some 

students felt more empathic toward their peers and 

appreciated the class climate during module 

delivery.

 Notably, students expressed statistically 

significantly greater willingness to seek support 

from a teacher (15%), school staff (8%), a 

counselor/public health nurse (12%), a 

psychologist (7%), or a church/religious 

organization member (5%) following the pilot.
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Key adjustments in the past six 

years included: 

Á Representing a greater 

diversity of youth by explicitly 

drawing on different ways of 

knowing, adopting gender 

neutral language and 

examples, and validating 

different cultural strategies of 

seeking and achieving well-

being.

Á Shortening and structuring the 

modules to align more closely 

with existing lesson plans in 

the Careers curriculum.

Á Supporting a more 

developmentally appropriate 

exploration of SEL topics.

Á Ensuring S4L represents the 

latest thinking on mental health 

promotion.

Following the pilot, a series of updates were undertaken while 

awaiting an appropriate time for an outcome evaluation. The S4L 

Leadership Team engaged a team of teachers and mental health 

professionals to streamline and update content; youth were 

consulted on student materials; and a review was conducted to 

ensure the content was culturally responsive, identity-affirming, and 

strengths-focused. 

To reflect the latest research on and ensure alignment with SEL and 

best practices in implementation and evaluation, SRDC conducted 

an updated literature review and environmental scan in 2018. The 

SRDC team also mapped the extent to which key concepts in the 

modules were already covered in other parts of the Ontario high 

school curriculum to identify gaps in current SEL resources. 

Findings from this research reinforced the need to include 

developmentally appropriate content such as identity exploration 

and explicitly consider issues of equity, and the Leadership Team 

reworked the pilot modules to bridge the identified gaps.

The resource was also classroom-tested by two teachers in the 

2022-23 school year, as part of a ñpeer reviewò process and quality 

improvement process by SMH-ON.

Updates and enhancements to S4L
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S4L at-a-glance: 
A series of five bilingual 60-minute lesson plans designed to 
be used in the Grade 10 Career Studies course. The intent 
was to build on mental health content in Healthy Active 
Living Education in Grade 9; new mental health promotion 
content has also been developed for Grades 7 and 8. S4L 
content is solidly grounded in research about SEL skill 
development and has been vetted by practicing teachers, 
clinicians, and youth using an identity-affirming and 
culturally-responsive lens.

Overview of S4L content 
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Logic Model
INPUTS ACTIVITIES

IMMEDIATE/SHORT-TERM

OUTCOMES
MEDIUM-TERM 

OUTCOMES

LONG-TERM 

OUTCOMES

Á Careers teachers who are 
gcigt"vq"uwrrqtv"uvwfgpvuҲ"
SEL skills development 

Á Time for teachers to 
prepare and deliver the 
resource, including 
completion of the self -
directed learning module

Á Support from 
administration and other 
staff (e.g., for teacher 
preparation, for referrals to 
other resources for 
students)

S4L consists of a mix of didactic 
lessons, discussions, and self-
reflection activities that allowed 
students to:

Á Explore the importance of 
mattering  to self and others

Á Explore the importance of self-
awareness and strengths

Á Explore the importance of 
effective  communication 
and conflict resolution

Á Explore the importance of 
understanding transition  
stress

Á Explore the importance of 
understanding strategies for 
personal wellness

The various contexts in which youth find themselves can moderate the influence of SEL resources on overall development

Long-term outcomes are intricately 
intertwined with both short and medium-
term outcomes, each contributing 
essential building blocks to overall 
development

PEER 
NETWORKS

SCHOOL & 
WORK

CLASSROOM 
DYNAMICS

IDENTITY & 
BELONGING

TEACHER-STUDENT
RELATIONSHIPS

PEER
RELATIONS

MENTAL HEALTH ACADEMIC 
SKILLS

KNOWLEDGE OF
MENTAL HEALTH 

RESOURCES

SELF-MANAGEMENT/
ABILITY TO COPE 

WITH CHALLENGES

SELF-
AWARENESS

SCHOOL 
ENGAGEMENT

BEHAVIOUR 
CHANGES

C
O

N
T

E
X

T
S

FAMILY &
COMMUNITY
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KEY CONTEXT FACTORS: ADMIN SUPPORT, TEACHER COMFORT & PREPAREDNESS

LONG-TERM (INDIRECT) 
OUTCOMES

MEDIUM-TERM 
OUTCOMES

SHORT-TERM OUTCOMES

Theory of Change

Increased Self-Awareness
Å Ability to identify and label 

emotions
Å Ability to identify and label 

stressors and stress

More Positive School-Based Healthy 
Relationships
Å Higher quality student-teacher 

relationships
Å More and better-quality peer 

relationships

Improvements in 
Academics
Å Improvements in 

academic 
achievement

Å Increased high 
school 
completion rates

Å Increased post-
secondary 
transition rates

Improved Mental 
Health
Å Decreased 

internalizing (e.g., 
anxious and 
depressive 
feelings).

Å Decreased 
externalizing (e.g., 
off-task behaviours, 
aggression)

Increased Self-Management of 
Emotions and Ability to Cope with 
Challenges/Stress
Å Ability to self-regulate thoughts, 

emotions, and behaviours (e.g., 
with breathing exercises)

Å Ability to seek social support (e.g., 
use of assertive and respectful 
communication strategies to 
resolve conflict, ask for help)

Increased Knowledge of Available Mental Health Resources

More Emotionally Supportive 
and Inclusive Classroom 
Environment
Å Normalizing talking about 

stress and mental health

Increased Sense of Identity and 
Mattering
Å School belongingness and 

attachment

Increased School 
Engagement
Å Increase in 

perseverance and 
positive motivation

FIVE S4L LESSONS

1. Promoting 
Mattering to Self 
and Others

2. Exploring Identity 
and Acknowledging 
Strengths

3. Communication and 
Conflict Resolutions

4. Understanding 
Stress and 
Managing 
Transitions

5. Managing Stress at 
School and in the 
Workplace

Changes in Long-term 
Behaviours
Å Across settings & 

life spheres
Å Ongoing use of 

positive mental 
health strategies
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KEY CONTEXT FACTORS: ADMIN SUPPORT, TEACHER COMFORT & PREPAREDNESS

The pivotal role of context for SEL implementation 

Schools that have strong administrator support, which includes a shared vision 

for social and emotional learning (SEL) and a well-structured implementation plan, 

tend to encounter fewer obstacles in implementing SEL initiatives (Thierry et al., 

2023). Teachers in these schools often receive additional supports, such as extra 

preparation time or additional resources, including team-teaching opportunities.

Additionally, teachers' comfort and commitment to teaching social and emotional 

skills play a crucial role in moderating the effectiveness of SEL programs. Teachers' 

self-efficacy in delivering SEL instruction can significantly impact students' 

behavioral and emotional challenges, the quality of teacher-child relationships, and 

teachers' levels of stress and job satisfaction (Collie et al., 2012; Hoglund et al., 

2015; Mahoney et al., 2021; Poulou, 2017).

Providing teachers with the necessary skills for effective SEL implementation (e.g., 

through training opportunities to increase teachersô preparedness) enhances 

students' social-emotional competencies, leads to improved academic outcomes, 

and promotes teachers' well-being by reducing stress and burnout (Jennings & 

Frank, 2015).
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SHORT-TERM OUTCOMES

Theory of change: Assumptions re: short -term student outcomes

School-based, universal SEL initiatives can increase studentsô social-emotional competencies, such as their self-awareness, self-management, coping 

skills, and emotional regulation (Durlak et al., 2022; Green et al., 2020; Sousa et al., 2023). These initiatives can also contribute positively to students' 

self-concept, sense of mattering, and identity development. Adolescence is a crucial period for identity and autonomy development, and SEL programs 

support this by encouraging students to explore and establish their personal goals and beliefs, such as identifying their interests, roles, goals, and strengths 

(Yeager, 2017).

Another significant advantage is the improvement in social skills and relationship management with teachers and peers (Durlak et al., 2022; Green et 

al., 2020). SEL programs enhance students' communication and conflict resolution skills, which are essential for managing relationships. This is particularly 

important during adolescents' adjustment to school transitions (Pollak et al., 2023), as it supports peer connectedness and helps them navigate social 

dynamics more effectively.

Effective SEL programs foster a sense of belonging and mutual respect, and strengthen students' attachment to school (Durlak et al., 2011). Students who 

feel they belong are also likely to feel they can adjust to group expectations while at the same time, that their authentic self is appreciated by the group. 

Effective SEL programs also provide opportunities for students to earn status and admiration from those whose opinions matter to them, helping them feel 

respected by both adults and peers and satisfying their need to belong (Yeager, 2017). These more respectful, emotionally supportive, and inclusive 

environments promote positive change and a strengths-based perspective, helping students feel valued and understood (Green et al., 2020).

Furthermore, SEL programs increase students' knowledge of curriculum content related to social-emotional learning. This includes recognizing stressors, 

developing coping strategies, and being aware of available mental health resources (Green et al., 2020). Such knowledge is vital for students to manage 

their well-being effectively.

KEY CONTEXT FACTORS: ADMIN SUPPORT, TEACHER COMFORT & PREPAREDNESS
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MEDIUM-TERM OUTCOMES

IMPROVED MENTAL HEALTH

Increased social-emotional competencies play a crucial role in enhancing 

students' mental health. When students develop skills such as emotional regulation, 

empathy, and resilience, they experience improved mental health outcomes (Clarke 

et al., 2021; Greenberg et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2023).

Emotionally supportive classrooms are another key factor contributing to better 

mental health and well-being by teaching growth mindsets and normalizing 

discussions about mental health. This supportive environment not only improves 

mental health within the classroom but also equips students with skills they can apply 

in other settings, leading to positive developmental outcomes (Hoglund et al., 2015; 

Yeager, 2017; Mahoney et al., 2021).

Positive relationships between students and teachers significantly contribute to 

better mental health outcomes for children and adolescents. These relationships help 

reduce anxious feelings and promote a sense of security and well-being (Salter et al., 

2024; Sousa et al., 2023). Peer connectedness also plays an important role in mental 

health, especially in early adolescence. When students feel connected to their peers, 

they experience greater feelings of happiness and belonging (Pollak, 2023).

INCREASED SCHOOL ENGAGEMENT

School engagement often decreases during the transition to high school, which 

can be a challenging period for many students (Smith et al., 2023). However, 

healthy school-based relationships, including those between teachers and 

students as well as among peers, can counteract this trend and positively 

influence students' school engagement (Hosan & Hoglund, 2017; Thornberg et al., 

2022). These effects are particularly strong in the older grades, where the quality 

of relationships can significantly impact students' commitment to their school and 

academic activities (Roorda et al., 2011).

Moreover, the contributions of SEL to the development of social-emotional skills 

foster more positive relationships in the short term. These improvements, in turn, 

lead to greater emotional engagement in school, as students feel more connected 

and motivated within their educational environment (Yang & Bear, 2018).

Emotionally supportive classrooms also contribute to greater school 

engagement among early adolescents, including better attendance, increased 

motivation, and higher morale (Durlak et al., 2011; Reyes et al., 2012).

Theory of change: Assumptions re: medium -term student outcomes

KEY CONTEXT FACTORS: ADMIN SUPPORT, TEACHER COMFORT & PREPAREDNESS
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KEY CONTEXT FACTORS: ADMIN SUPPORT, TEACHER COMFORT & PREPAREDNESS

LONG-TERM (INDIRECT) OUTCOMES

Theory of change: Assumptions re: long -term student outcomes

19
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CONTRIBUTIONS OF STUDENT MENTAL HEALTH AND SCHOOL ENGAGEMENT TO ACADEMICS

The impact of mental health and wellbeing on academic achievement is well-established, with both 

internalizing behaviours (such as depression), and externalizing behaviors (such as ADHD) contributing to 

lower academic performance across all grade levels. Students who struggle with mental health issues are 

less likely to graduate from high school or be eligible for post-secondary education (Wickersham et al., 

2021; Flores et al., 2022; Jangmo et al., 2020; Agnafors et al., 2021).

Addressing the mental health needs of high school students can lead to improved academic outcomes in 

tandem with indicators of greater school engagement, such as increased attendance and adherence to 

homework (Duncan et al., 2021; Jangmo et al., 2020). When students' mental health is supported, they are 

better equipped to engage with their academic responsibilities and perform well academically.

Student engagement is a strong predictor of both current and future academic achievement. Students who 

are more engaged in schoolðdemonstrated by behaviors such as higher attendance ratesðtend to achieve 

better academic results. This engagement not only supports their current academic success but also 

enhances their prospects for the future (Flores et al., 2022; Reyes et al., 2012). For example, students who 

exhibit higher levels of engagement are more likely to complete high school and transition successfully to 

post-secondary pathways (Reschly, 2020; Fraysier et al., 2020). These findings underscore the importance 

of fostering student engagement to ensure long-term educational and career success across settings.
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Board engagement and ethics approvals process 

An outcome evaluation of the S4L resource was initially planned for the 2019-2020 school year. Research ethics approval 

was received from the Community Research Ethics Office (original approval September 2019, amendment approved June 

2023) and eight district school boards (DSBs). However, plans were delayed due to labour unrest in the sector, which 

escalated to a full strike in December 2019, followed by rotating strikes in March 2020. Schools were then closed due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic.

In January 2023, SMH-ON and SRDC re-engaged the eight DSBs to gauge interest in participating in the 2023-2024 

evaluation and to seek feedback on proposed changed to the evaluation design. While there was considerable interest, 

representatives of several DSBs expressed that they did not have capacity to participate as they continued to adjust to 

evolving post-pandemic issues. Ethics applications were amended to reflect changes to the evaluation plan, including the 

study design and electronic data collection procedures. Ultimately, research ethics approvals were received from the two 

DSBs that participated in the evaluation. 
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School recruitment and student outreach
Following REB approvals in June 2023, both DSBs required internal review of the S4L resource and evaluation plan. Board approvals for the 

delivery of the resource and implementation of the evaluation plan were received between the end of September and mid-October 2023. 

Given this delay in approvals, outreach to school administration was not initiated until October and continued until mid-November. In collaboration 

with DSB representatives, over 30 schools were invited to participate. Following extensive outreach to school administration and communications 

with teachers, five classes in three schools took part in the evaluation. In the post-COVID context, schools expressed limited capacity of teachers, 

administration transitions, and pressing student mental health priorities as challenges to participating in the evaluation. 

Across the three participating schools, the project was promoted throughout school communication channels (e.g., school newsletters, parent e-

mails, posters) (see next slide for full evaluation implementation timelines). Students were requested to submit parent consent online until the end of 

November. Following parent consent, students were also asked for their consent to participate and to complete the baseline survey by early 

December. 

Teachers were requested to deliver S4L between early December 2023 and end of  January 2024. Students were invited to complete the post-

survey at the end of January 2024 and to take part in focus groups in mid-February. Individual teacher interviews took place in early February, prior 

to student focus groups. Students who submitted parent consent forms (regardless if they received consent to participate), completed each survey 

(baseline and post), or took part in a focus group received an honorarium in recognition of their time; those who responded to the survey also 

received recognition of two hours of community service to count toward this requirement. Teachers who participated in an interview were also 

provided an honorarium.              
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Evaluation questions and methods

Main evaluation questions:

ÅDo students whose teachers use the S4L resource in the classroom 

experience positive changes in knowledge, skills, and attitudes 

important for mental health and resilience, compared to students who 

have not yet been exposed to the resource?

ÅTo what extent did teachers use the S4L resource as intended, and was 

this related to outcomes experienced by their students?

ÅWhat has been learned from the evaluation that might influence 

widespread distribution of S4L?

Methodology:

ÅQuasi-experimental design in semestered high schools to take 

advantage of a ñnaturalò comparison group (Grade 10 students who take 

Careers in semester 2)

Mixed methods approach:

ÅOnline student survey at baseline (pre) and a follow-up survey (post) 

administered in three schools in two District School Boards in the 

Greater Toronto Area

ÅFocus groups with students who received S4L (n=5)

Å Interviews with teachers and administrators (n=3) and online feedback 

forms for each lesson (n=4)

Theory-based evaluation: Using the Theory of Change, understand and 

explain why student outcomes happened by looking at the underlying 

theories or assumptions behind expected changes. 
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ÅConsistent with our mixed-methods approach, findings are presented thematically based on both qualitative and quantitative 

data, in alignment with our Theory of Change. We focus here on short-term outcomes, given that follow-up data were collected 

within a month following S4L delivery.

ÅWe first present our findings on how S4L was delivered, followed by findings on how students experienced S4L and any 

changes in outcomes. We conclude by discussing the experiences of educators who either taught using the resource or 

facilitated its implementation.

ÅIn line with our Theory of Change, students reported increased self-awareness and self-management (e.g., ability to identify and 

cope with stress), greater awareness of the mental health resources that were available to them, valuing discussions of mental 

health and wellbeing that normalized conversations about stress. Consistent with expectations based on our Theory of Change, 

teachers indicated improvements in classroom dynamics, including improved teacher and peer relationships; they also 

appreciated being able to introduce novel concepts such as identity and mattering.

How did students and teachers experience S4L?

26



ÅStatistical analysis of the survey data did not show statistical significance in most comparisons being students who received 

S4L and those who did not. This was likely due to a sample size which was far smaller than recommended through power 

calculation.  

ÅResults of outcome analyses are presented descriptively, with averages and other measures of central tendency. Quantitative 

results representing fewer than five students have been suppressed to maintain anonymity.

ÅEffect sizes are used throughout this report to demonstrate the size of changes in outcome measures in a way that does not 

depend on sample size. Our effect sizes are consistent with those of other universal, school-based SEL resources (Takizawa 

et al., 2023). Due to the lack of statistical significance, however, these findings should be interpreted with caution and 

considered exploratory rather than confirmative. 

ÅOur conclusions about the S4L being promising for SEL skills development and mental health promotion were made on the 

basis of consistency with qualitative findings, and in the larger context of findings from the pilot evaluation, other empirical  

research literature, and its theoretical foundations. We make reference to these sources throughout the sections on findings.

ÅAdditional details on the methods and findings of the S4L evaluation can be found in companion documents from SRDC. 

Interpreting the quantitative findings
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Implementation of S4L

Delivery of S4L:

Å4 out of 5 teachers delivered all five S4L lessons. 

ÅOne teacher delivered 3 out of 5 lessons but did not have enough 

time to deliver the last two lessons on stress and coping. This 

teacher reported sharing all materials from all lessons with 

students online so that all resources would be accessible to 

students  

ÅAll teachers delivered lessons in sequential order over the course 

of 4 to 6 days

Careers teachers participating in the evaluation were asked to complete 
an online self-directed module via the D2L platform to access the S4L 
resource. Teachers were provided access to the module and resource in 
advance to provide sufficient time to complete the learning module and 
review the resource and lessons.

Teachers were requested to deliver the five S4L lessons in their 
classrooms sometime from December 4, 2023 to January 19, 2024 
(excluding the holiday break) of the Fall 2023 semester. 

Teachers were also asked to complete a brief (5-minute) online feedback 
form after each S4L lesson they taught. Feedback forms included 
questions on class attendance, modifications to lessons, overall group 
participation, level of interest in each topic, and ratings  for the overall 
format and content of each topic. Teachers were also given an 
opportunity to share any comments or suggestions for improvement.    

Data on the implementation of S4L by Careers teachers were gathered by:
ÅCompletion of the online feedback form by 4 out of 5 Careers teachers 

participating in the evaluation

ÅParticipation in individual interviews by 2 Careers teachers and 1 

department head

Results 
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