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Abstract

The authors investigated a combined social and emotional learning and mindfulness-based intervention as delivered by school
counselors to students in classrooms and their teachers using consultation practices. The study used a cluster-randomized design
at the classroom level, with an ethnically diverse sample of 109 middle school students divided between treatment and delayed
treatment groups. Analyses found significant intervention effects for the treatment group in students’ changes in stress tolerance,
social curiosity, executive functioning (i.e., shift, plan and organize, and task monitoring), and academic achievement (i.e.,
mathematics, science, English, and social studies). Implications of these findings evince how theory-informed school counseling can

contribute to important outcomes in educational settings.
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School counselors deliver interventions that contribute to student
outcomes as consistent with the educational mission of schools
(American School Counselor Association [ASCA], 2019). Stu-
dent outcomes valued in school environments include not only
academic performance but also development in students’ psy-
chological and social capacities. Academic performance and
social and emotional development are not dichotomous as
evinced by decades of findings in the literature suggesting that
school-based interventions that target young peoples’ develop-
ment in areas such as social and emotional learning (SEL), self-
regulation, and various noncognitive skills each contribute to
learning behaviors and performance (Durlak et al., 2011). There-
fore, the assertion that school counselors can administer inter-
ventions that accomplish both features of their professional
identity as educators and counselors in a single intervention is
reasonable (see Levy & Lemberger-Truelove, 2021).
Generally speaking, the literature reinforces the assertion that
when school counselors engage students in direct services,
results indicate desirable outcomes in a variety of areas includ-
ing students’ social and emotional development, academic per-
formance, and college or career pursuits (Griffith et al., 2019;
Whiston et al., 2011). Although these findings are encouraging,
there is an overall dearth of well-designed empirical studies that
evince the effects of school counseling intervention on student
outcomes (Falco et al., 2011; Griffith et al., 2019). More con-
cerning yet, the literature also indicates that many school

counselors are encumbered with tasks that distance them from
formal interventions intended to improve circumstances for stu-
dents or other members of the school community (Fye et al.,
2018). Given the paucity of empirical literature on evidence-
based school counseling and the challenges that many school
counselors face in implementing direct services, it is essential
that any opportunities to support students and schools result in
outcomes that are generalizable to a variety of objectives.

Given the paucity of empirical literature on
evidence-based school counseling and the
challenges that many school counselors face in
implementing direct services, it is essential that any
opportunities to support students and schools result
in outcomes that are generalizable to a variety of
objectives.
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Professionals often adopt theories of practice to ensure that
the intended services are delivered in a consistent and helpful
manner. For many school counselors, the theories discussed in
training programs were not specifically tailored for school
environments, the nature of children and adolescents as stu-
dents in schools, or the roles and responsibilities of school
counselors in particular (Dollarhide & Lemberger-Truelove,
2019; Lemberger-Truelove et al., 2020). As such, such generic
approaches to practice are unlikely to contribute thoroughly to
the unique and manifold demands of working as a school coun-
selor or the needs of students and school environments.

Current Study

Inspired by the ASCA Mindsets & Behaviors (ASCA, 2014),
which suggest that certain student skills are necessary for aca-
demic success, college and career readiness, and social and
emotional development, we utilized a cluster-randomized trial
to test how a theoretically grounded intervention tailored spe-
cifically for school counseling might contribute to desirable
psychological and learning outcomes for middle school stu-
dents in two urban middle schools. This school counseling
theoretical approach, the Advocating Student-within-
Environment (ASE) (Lemberger, 2010; Lemberger & Hutchi-
son, 2014; Lemberger-Truelove & Bowers, 2019), is informed
by a variety of sources including existential-humanistic coun-
seling, social justice advocacy, neuroscience, SEL, and
contemplative-mindfulness-based interventions (MBIs); each
is relevant to the intervention behaviors customary to school
counselors in K—12 settings. For the purposes of the current
study, we focused predominately on the SEL and MBI practice
aspects of the ASE approach. Combined SEL and MBI
approaches are increasingly being utilized in school environ-
ments, supported by empirical findings that suggest interven-
tion effects in favor of stronger student psychological
functioning, social and relational skills, and academic perfor-
mance (Emerson et al., 2020; Maloney et al., 2016). Given the
relevance of these approaches in educational environments,
coupled with school counselors’ position within schools, the
purpose of the current study was to pursue the following
research questions:

1. Do middle school students who participated in a
classroom-wide ASE intervention self-report changes
in executive functioning and social curiosity?

2. Do middle school students who participated in a
classroom-wide ASE intervention perform differently
on a standardized academic achievement test in the
areas of math, science, English, and social studies?

Method

Data Collection Procedures

The research team contacted a local school district to partner in
delivering an intervention in middle schools. Six classrooms

embedded within two separate middles schools in the district
were identified based on administrators’ and teachers’
approval. We disseminated recruitment materials in class-
rooms, and one of the researchers also contacted relevant stu-
dent guardians via phone to explain the research study.
Simultaneously, researchers led a discussion in each participat-
ing classroom to explain the intervention and research purpose
and procedures to students. Following the phone communica-
tion and classroom presentation, researchers sent consent forms
home and provided assent forms to students. All guardians and
students had the option for the student to engage in a different
activity during the treatment if they decided not to participate
in the current study.

To protect the students’ identity, we assigned each student a
random code number that was used for all data collection activ-
ities. To ensure the integrity of data collection, teachers com-
pleted the appropriate questionnaires in a controlled
environment, free from distractions. For both the pre- and postt-
ests, participating students completed all instruments during non-
instructional class time. Students completed the pretests 1 week
prior to the start of the intervention and the posttests 1 week after
the final intervention session. During all stages of data collection,
at least one researcher from the team was present to ensure data
integrity. Finally, district-level administrators provided the
researchers with participating students’ academic exam scores
for the periods preceding and following the intervention.

Instruments

The Five-Dimensional Curiosity (5DC) Scale. The 5DC Scale
(Kashdan et al., 2018) is a self-report measure consisting of
25 items that assess the multifaceted construct of curiosity. The
instrument, as suggested by its name, has five constructs: joy-
ous exploration, deprivation sensitivity, stress tolerance, social
curiosity, and thrill seeking. Each subscale is assessed by five
items that ask respondents to respond to statements about how
they feel and behave on a 7-point Likert-type scale. Scores
from this scale have been validated by independent research
teams in multiple countries (e.g., Birenbaum et al., 2019;
Schutte & Malouff, 2019). In the current sample, the scores
across each subscale and assessment point demonstrated strong
reliability with o ranging from .78 to .85.

Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive Function (BRIEF). The
BRIEF (Gioia et al., 2000) is an 80-item self-report measure
of skills and behaviors related to executive functioning. The
instrument assesses behaviors at school for children and ado-
lescents aged 5-18 years. Teachers rate behaviors indicating
their view of the students’ ability to guide, direct, and manage
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral functions. Teachers’
responses are rated on a 3-point Likert-type scale of never,
sometimes, and often. Statements on the BRIEF are written
so that a response of “never” indicates a preferred response
and “often” indicates an undesirable response (i.e., lower
scores are more favorable).
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The BRIEF is composed of eight subscales: Inhibit, Shift,
Emotional Control, Monitor, Working Memory, Plan/Orga-
nize, Organization of Materials, and Initiate/Task Completion.
BRIEF researchers have indicated that the instrument is appro-
priate for use with diverse ethnic and socioeconomic samples
(Gioia et al., 2000). Cronbach’s o reliability estimates for the
subscales in the current study ranged from .80 to .92 across all
subscales and both assessment points.

Academic outcomes. The district exam was written by a team of
content experts employed by the school district. The exam is
given to all students in the district four times annually as stan-
dard practice to assess student learning growth over the aca-
demic year in math, science, English, and social studies. Exam
questions were adapted from prior state-mandated annual tests
and norm referenced within the district. For the current study’s
analyses, we used the tests that occurred 2 weeks preceding the
experimental treatment (pretest) and 1 week following (postt-
est) the treatment.

Participants

A sample of 116 students was recruited from six separate class-
rooms across two different middle schools in a single public
school district in the Southwestern United States. The criteria
for classroom selection included (a) a general classroom com-
posed of students in Grades 6, 7, or 8 and (b) teacher and school
administrator consent. We obtained informed consent from
parents/guardians of all students enrolled in the selected class-
rooms. The school campuses included in the study were desig-
nated as Title I schools and therefore received school-wide
assistance from the state due to their high percentage of chil-
dren who qualify for free or reduced lunch. Randomization was
performed at the classroom level, resulting in 51 students in the
treatment group and 65 in the delayed treatment (control)
group. The self-reported gender distribution for the sample was
73 female (62.9%) and 43 male students (37%). The grade
levels of the participants were 42 sixth graders (36.2%), 40
seventh graders (34.4%), and 34 eighth graders (29.3%).
Finally, the participants reported the following racial/ethnic
backgrounds: 19.8% African American, 62.9% Hispanic,
12.9%, White, 2.6% Asian, and 1.7% Biracial.

Experimental Treatment

The ASE approach propounds that school counselors intervene
with both students and adult stakeholders in corresponding
ways such that individual capacities including executive func-
tioning, school connectedness, and curiosity ripen into co-
regulatory experiences and outcomes (Lemberger-Truelove &
Bowers, 2019). Executive functioning (i.e., self-monitoring;
emotional control; and task initiation, organizing, monitoring,
shifting, and completion) are regulatory activities necessary to
pursue intended goals (Diamond, 2013). Feelings of connect-
edness to the school environment (i.e., safety, contribution, and
meaningfulness) and curiosity pertain to interactional gestures

between the various agents and phenomena in a school (e.g.,
Engel, 2011; Liu et al., 2020). To facilitate these intervention
priorities to student and teacher participants, the research team
utilized psychoeducational and consultation practices; in par-
ticular, we exposed students and teachers to a manualized psy-
choeducational curriculum in their natural classrooms and
teachers also participated in supplemental consultation activi-
ties intended to reinforce the activities in the psychoeduca-
tional component and broader experiences in the typical
classroom environment.

The ASE approach propounds that school
counselors intervene with both students and adult
stakeholders in corresponding ways such that
individual capacities including executive
functioning, school connectedness, and curiosity
ripen into co-regulatory experiences and outcomes
(Lemberger-Truelove & Bowers, 2019).

The use of combined psychoeducational and consultation
practices inspired by the ASE approach has yielded a number
of promising results in schools. For example, using multilevel
modeling to illustrate growth longitudinally across four mea-
sures of mathematics and reading achievement in 193 ethni-
cally diverse and economically challenged middle school
students, researchers found not only intervention effects for
academic growth in math and reading but also significant med-
iative relationships to students’ changes in executive function-
ing and feelings of connectedness (Lemberger et al., 2015;
Lemberger et al., 2018). Similar outcomes were reported with
elementary students exposed to ASE-inspired interventions
(e.g., Bowers et al., 2020; Webb et al., 2019) and with students
in high schools (e.g., Lemberger & Clemens, 2012).

For the current study, the first and second authors trained a
school counselor (third author) in the ASE approach for 6
months prior to the intervention period. In particular, the school
counselor was trained to implement select aspects of the Learn-
ing to Breathe (L2B) curriculum (see Broderick, 2013) and
ASE-informed SEL activities. The L2B is a manualized MBI
psychoeducational curriculum, designed to be developmentally
appropriate for children and adolescents and deliverable in
various contexts including school environments. In consulta-
tion with the developer of L2B, we adapted the original 18-
week intervention to six 45-min weekly sessions. The revision
of the L2B curriculum was intended to highlight essential MBI
practices to fit within the typical structure of classroom inter-
ventions as customarily delivered by school counselors. To
complement the L2B components, participants were exposed
to multiple dialogical and experiential SEL activities consistent
with ASE theory. From an ASE perspective, SEL is not
intended to dictate students’ internal experiences to comply
with external demands (see Stearns, 2019); rather, this appli-
cation of SEL is focused on supporting students’ inner and
social awareness, integration, flexibility, and intentionality.
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Table |. Means and Standard Deviations by Outcome and Time Point.

Preassessment Postassessment
Outcome Treatment Control Treatment Control
Curiosity
Joyous exploration 15.37 (5.66) 17.75 (5.27) 16.31 (5.59) 17.17 (5.60)
Deprivation sensitivity 21.53 (7.70) 21.08 (7.65) 18.75 (7.83) 20.15 (8.37)
Stress tolerance 18.57 (5.84) 20.12 (6.67) 24.12 (5.74) 22.26 (8.62)
Social curiosity 19.90 (5.94) 19.78 (7.02) 22.10 (8.14) 19.23 (9.54)
Thrill seeking 23.98 (11.63) 25.25 (10.69) 24.67 (10.26) 23.98 (11.63)
Executive functioning
Inhibit 1.31 (0.52) 1.34 (0.59) 1.10 (0.36) 1.31 (0.52)
Shift 1.24 (0.42) I.11 (0.31) 1.04 (0.19) 1.06 (0.24)
Emotional control 1.08 (0.27) 1.06 (0.34) 1.04 (0.19) 1.06 (0.23)
Task monitor 1.27 (0.53) .11 (0.31) 1.10 (0.30) 1.02 (0.12)
Working memory 1.16 (0.41) 1.15 (0.40) 1.04 (0.19) 1.00 (0.01)
Plan/organize 1.24 (0.55) 1.29 (0.52) 1.04 (0.19) 1.20 (0.40)
Organization of materials 1.06 (0.23) 1.03 (0.17) 1.02 (0.14) 1.00 (0.01)
Task completion/initiate 1.43 (0.64) 1.28 (0.51) 1.12 (0.32) 1.15 (0.36)
Academic
English 71.00 (14.38) 72.86 (14.82) 75.73 (14.09) 71.73 (14.09)
Math 53.90 (16.83) 55.43 (18.91) 58.35 (16.87) 57.97 (17.56)
Science 60.80 (16.55) 68.48 (14.83) 65.29 (15.06) 65.46 (17.01)
Social studies 57.10 (18.55) 64.83 (15.69) 63.10 (16.12) 66.08 (17.25)
The consultation component occurred weekly after each Curiosity

psychoeducational session and focused on how the teacher
might be able to apply L2B activities during the standard
class periods. Also built into each consultation session were
supplemental ASE-inspired SEL practices for teachers to
consider and apply (see Collaborative for Academic, Social,
and Emotional Learning, 2020; Palacios & Lemberger-
Truelove, 2019).

Finally, to assure adherence to the treatment protocol, the
intervening school counselor took part in a 3-hr weekly super-
vision session with the first and second authors. During super-
vision, the school counselor reviewed anecdotal notes and
discussed notable moments.

Results

To determine whether significant differences emerged
between students who received the intervention and those
in the control condition, we used a mixed analysis of var-
iance (ANOVA). For each mixed ANOVA, intervention sta-
tus (treatment vs. control) was the between-subjects factor
and students’ scores on curiosity, executive function, and
academic achievement at each time point were the within-
subjects factor. We report Cohen’s d adjusted by the corre-
lation between pre- and postassessment for each significant
finding. Table 1 provides means and standard deviations by
condition and time point. Last, prior to running our analy-
ses, we tested and met assumptions for a mixed ANOVA
(e.g., homogeneity of variance) and examined initial differ-
ences across treatment groups and classrooms; no signifi-
cant differences emerged (p < .05).

Results suggest that differences across time and by intervention
status were present within the construct of curiosity. Significant
differences emerged for students’ stress tolerance and social
curiosity. For stress tolerance, all participants saw a statistically
significant increase in their scores from pre- to postassessment,
F(1,114) = 16.65, p < .001. A significant interaction between
time (pre to post) and intervention status suggests that this
positive change was dependent on our intervention, F(1, 114)
=423, p = .04, Cohen’s d = .53. Specifically, students who
were exposed to our treatment increased 5.5 points on average
in their stress tolerance, whereas the control group was rela-
tively stable with less than a 2-point change. We found similar
results in the subscale of social curiosity. Student growth from
pre- to postassessment was dependent on our intervention, F(1,
114) = 5.36, p = .02. Students who were exposed to our treat-
ment had positive (2.5 points) change in their social curiosity
whereas students in the control condition actually declined in
their social curiosity, Cohen’s d = .43. No significant differ-
ences between groups emerged for the other curiosity subscales
(joyous exploration, deprivation sensitivity, and thrill seeking).

Executive Functioning

Results for executive functioning demonstrated growth from
pre- to postassessment time points in several subscales includ-
ing students’ ability to inhibit, shift between tasks, plan, and
organize their work and monitor their tasks. In each of these
domains, we saw that students who received our treatment were
perceived by teachers as better able to perform these essential
tasks of executive functioning. Specifically, for inhibit, we saw
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significant growth for all students, F(1, 114) = 10.57, p = .002,
and significant interaction between time and intervention sta-
tus, F(1, 114) = 6.94, p = .01. Students who received our
intervention increased in their ability to inhibit distracting sti-
mulus from pre- to postassessment more so than students in the
control group, Cohen’s d = .31. Significant interactions were
also found for shifting, F(1, 114) = 6.49, p = .012; planning
and organizing, F(1, 114) = 5.95, p = .014; and task monitor-
ing, F(1, 114) = 4.10, p = .04. Across each of these subscales,
improvement in these functions was dependent on intervention
status, with students who received our treatment having, on
average, greater change from pre- to postassessment, Cohen’s
d = 41, .32, and .28, respectively.

Achievement

Our intervention had a positive impact on students’ achieve-
ment. Results in students’ achievement tests for English, sci-
ence, and social studies all demonstrated that students who
were exposed to the intervention improved in their academic
achievement. In English, although significant growth did not
occur for all students from pre- to postassessment (p <.05), we
did find a significant interaction, (1, 114) = 6.71, p = .01. The
significant interaction indicates that change in English scores
from pre- to postassessment was dependent on receiving our
intervention, Cohen’s d = .41. Students who received our inter-
vention increased their scores from pre- to postassessment by
an average of 4.73 points, whereas students who were in the
control condition decreased, on average, by 1.21 points.
Growth in science scores was also dependent on our interven-
tion, F(1, 114) =6.91, p = .011. On average, the science scores
of students who received our treatment increased by 4.49 points
whereas their control counterparts decreased by 3.02 points,
Cohen’s d = .48.

The intervention effects on students’ grades in social studies
were greater than for other disciplines. Although all students
increased their social studies scores from pre- to postassess-
ment, F(1, 114) = 10.46, p = .002, growth was still dependent
on intervention status, F(1, 114) = 4.50, p = .036, with stu-
dents who received the treatment increasing on average by 6.0
points and those in the control condition increasing by only
1.25 points on average, Cohen’s d = .45. Finally, for mathe-
matics, all students made gains in their pre- to posttest scores,
F(1, 114) = 8.15, p = .005, but the interaction between time
and intervention status was not significant.

Discussion

The results from a cluster-randomized analysis indicate that
students who were exposed to an ASE-inspired school counsel-
ing intervention in two ethnically diverse and economically
challenged middle schools exhibited greater positive changes
in stress tolerance, social curiosity, executive functioning (i.e.,
shift, plan and organize, and task monitoring), and academic
achievement (i.e., mathematics, science, English, and social

studies). This work has a variety of implications, including how
these findings might contribute to the empirical literature in
support of direct services provided by school counselors, and
the relevance of SEL and MBI activities in middle schools.
Most importantly, results from the current study demonstrate
the developmental and learning potential of all students, par-
ticularly minoritized and economically challenged students
who are often erroneously considered from a deficit position.

Most importantly, results from the current study
demonstrate the developmental and learning
potential of all students, particularly minoritized
and economically challenged students who are
often erroneously considered from a deficit
position.

Griffith and colleagues (2019) considered 10 years of school
counseling scholarship affiliated with relevant counseling asso-
ciations and journals and found that less than 1% of articles
pertained to school counseling interventions, and most were
quasiexperimental, single-group, and pre-/posttest design with
a fairly small sample size. Although the results from the current
intervention study cannot fill the gap in the broader literature or
lend thoroughgoing evidence that school counseling interven-
tions contribute to desirable and relevant outcomes, our study
does provide incipient support for theoretically driven school
counseling interventions. Specifically, the results of this study
indicate that it is possible for school counseling interventions to
influence outcomes that are consistent with the intentions of
schools as they promote social and emotional and academic
development in students.

The results also support some conceptual assumptions pro-
mulgated by ASCA, particularly those found in the ASCA
Mindsets & Behaviors (ASCA, 2014). The intervention
included learning strategies, self-management skills, and social
skills delivered in classrooms and through consultation activi-
ties with teachers, and these cohere with the specific recom-
mendations offered in the ASCA Mindsets & Behaviors. In this
way, the student participants in this study exhibited greater
positive changes in stress tolerance, social curiosity, executive
functioning, and academic achievement in all four areas tested,
which seems to reflect the suggestion that delivering such
school counseling interventions “helps students achieve their
highest potential” (ASCA, 2014, para. 2).

Findings from this study also add to the nascent empirical
literature in support of the ASE theory for school counseling.
Consistent with prior intervention studies inspired by ASE,
results from the current study illustrate that school counselors
can participate in practices that result in social and emotional
and academic outcomes for students (see Bowers et al., 2020;
Lemberger et al., 2015; Lemberger et al., 2018; Webb et al.,
2019). Interventions that enrich attentional, relational, and
expressive skills can contribute to learning outcomes including
performance on standardized tests, as consistent with the find-
ings in the current study, but might also galvanize subsequent
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learning and social opportunities. Sharpening of one’s stress
response, curiosity, and executive functioning can be used by
students and educators to promote individual development,
create more facilitative classroom climates, and even contrib-
ute to the dismantling of oppressive forces in and beyond
schools.

Sharpening of one’s stress response, curiosity, and
executive functioning can be used by students and
educators to promote individual development,
create more facilitative classroom climates, and
even contribute to the dismantling of oppressive
forces in and beyond schools.

Beyond a particular focus on school counseling, the results
of this intervention support SEL and MBI practices in schools
more broadly. The intervention effects witnessed in the current
study are congruous with findings reported in recent meta-
analyses and reviews of the literature associated with SEL and
MBIs as delivered to young children (Burke, 2010; Durlak
et al., 2011; Zoogman et al., 2015). Given the sample in the
current study and priorities implicit to ASE theory, our findings
might have particular relevance for SEL and MBIs directed
toward children in historically marginalized communities and
any criticism that these approaches might not best serve their
interests. SEL and MBI practices within an ASE framework
suggest that

counselors who use SEL and MBI activities do not assuage stu-
dents, especially those who have experienced personal or social
harm. Instead, mindfulness-based nonjudgment, for example,
refers to students’ experiential discernment and the inclination to
suspend pernicious identification or evaluation of these experi-
ences. Stated otherwise, students from disenfranchised commu-
nities do not accept inadequate or deleterious social conditions;
instead, using social-emotional and mindfulness strategies, they
accept their cognitive and affective reactions and respond with
clearer intentionality. (Lemberger-Truelove et al., 2018, p. 299)

As such, the most effectual versions of SEL and MBIs
require that students, educators, and other relevant community
members actuate certain capacities that contribute to mutual
development and support.

Study Limitations and Future Research

The current study’s limitations include several that are charac-
teristic of interventions in natural classroom environments.
First, given that all student participants were nested in individ-
ual classrooms, it is conceivable that classroom effects existed
that cannot be captured in the study analyses (see Selig et al.,
2017). Future studies, to account for nesting within classrooms,
would require a greater number of individual classrooms in
both the treatment and delayed treatment groups. Second, an
intervention of six sessions is a relatively modest dosage and
potential exists for treatment diffusion over time. We chose six

sessions because of agreements with the partnering school dis-
trict and to be consistent with practices that are feasible and
generalizable with the standard school counselor. Although
these design decisions were practical, a more longitudinal
design might offer more durable treatment effects for the pur-
poses of scholarship. A longitudinal design also might allow
for analyses of student growth over time. Finally, although the
school counselor participated in ongoing supervision, the study
did not include data collection processes to verify fidelity to the
treatment or strict adherence to ASE theory. In future studies,
researchers might collect quantitative or qualitative data to
further substantiate how the intervention links to student out-
comes (see Bowers & Lemberger, 2016).

Conclusion

School counselors are charged with supporting the total school
as educators and counselors. Theoretical approaches to school
counseling practice such as ASE have the potential to bring
together the differing identities and responsibilities of a school
counselor as each contributes to the ways these activities lead
to desirable student outcomes. What is shared with the students
in these interventions certainly can support learning behaviors
while extending beyond into myriad aspects of social and emo-
tional development.
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