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Abstract: The Student Success Skills (SSS) curriculum, comprised of both small and large
group programs, teaches students key cognitive, social, and self-management skills tied to
school success. SSS is an evidence-based intervention that can be used to demonstrate
competence and provide accountability while directly benefiting students. A recent metaanalysis of five SSS studies found a large effect size impact on students' academic
achievement, measured by increased standardized test scores. In addition, recent research
has linked SSS implementation to outcomes including increased pro-social skills, reduced
bullying behaviors, improved perceptions of classroom climate and grades in core subject
areas, and positive indicators of overall wellness. Providing systematic teaching of key
cognitive, social and self-management skills is critically important to overall student success.
Keywords: Academic achievement, Behavior, Student learning, Student Success Skills Program,
Wellness outcomes.

Counseling professionals are facing new challenges as today's students and the
obstacles they are up against seem more difficult than ever. Demands placed on
certified school counselors include offering comprehensive, developmental guidance
programs based on the American School Counseling Association (ASCA) National
Model (2012), providing research-based interventions to students, and gathering
supportive data on these services in order to demonstrate their effectiveness and
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provide accountability (Myrick, 2003). Engaging in direct services, including school
counseling core curriculum (small and large group counseling), individual student
planning, and responsive services, is part of a counselor's daily practice (ASCA,
2012). These services, facilitated by the school counselor or in collaboration with
other educators, consist of structured lessons that promote student competency,
growth, and overall wellness. School counselors, who are both time and cost
conscious, employ both small and large group interventions when working to meet
the needs of all the students they serve.
The school counseling core curriculum can address a variety of youth issues such
as basic life skills, difficulty adjusting, academic challenges, and behavior problems.
Small group counseling sessions provide a more intimate setting for students to feel
safe, connected, and empowered to try out new skills. Large group counseling topics
often focus on broader issues involving student learning, social, and/or career needs.
Support for small and large group counseling in schools, specifically psychoeducational groups and classroom interventions, has been well documented
(Gerrity & DeLucia-Waak, 2007; Newsome & Harper, 2011; Whiston & Quinby,
2011). Given their specific training and education requirements, school counselors
are in an optimal position to advocate for all students. Direct services provided by
counselors can assist in closing the achievement gap and contribute to making
school climates more positive, accepting, and engaging (ASCA, 2012; Greenberg,
Weissberg, O'Brien, Zins, Frederick, et al., 2003; Millings, Buck, Montgomery,
Spears, & Stollard, 2012).

SCHOOL COUNSELING EVIDENCE-BASED CURRICULUM
For more than a decade the school counseling literature has been calling for more
outcome studies and evidence-based research to inform school counseling practice
(Brigman, 2006; Carey & Dimmitt, 2006; Dimmitt, Carey, McGannon, &
Henningson, 2005; Whiston & Sexton, 1998). A 2005 Delphi Study (Dimmitt et al.),
compiled a list of critically important research questions to guide counselor
educators, graduate students, and practitioners in developing research studies to
address the more pressing professional needs of the field. The top area identified
was the need to for evidence-based, school counselor-led interventions tied to
improvements in student academic achievement. Studies investigating the effects of
evidence-based interventions clearly address this shortage; however, further
research is needed to show how these interventions directly impact student behavior
and achievement (Whiston, 2007; Whiston, Tai, Rahardja, & Eder, 2011).

Evaluation of Student Success Skills

225

Additionally, leaders in the field call for school counselors to demonstrate how their
interventions directly impact student achievement and behavior, while fostering
social competency skills for all youth, which supports school-wide standards and
ensures school staff accountability (ASCA, 2012; Brown & Trusty, 2005; Dimmitt,
Carey, & Hatch, 2007; Healey, Dowson, & Nelson, 2006; Whiston & Quinby, 2009).

STUDENT SUCCESS SKILLS CURRICULUM
The Student Success Skills (SSS) curriculum is made up of the SSS classroom
(Brigman & Webb, 2010) and small group programs (Brigman, Campbell, & Webb,
2010). SSS is based on three extensive research reviews that identified critical skills
sets needed for students to be successful academically and socially (Hattie, Biggs, &
Purdie, 1996; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998; Wang, Haertel, & Walberg, 1994).

Figure 1. SSS Logo
From Student Success Skills: Classroom Manual (pg. 9), by G. Brigman, Campbell,
and L. Webb (2013), Boca Raton, FL: Atlantic Education Consultants. Copyright 2013
by Atlantic Education Consultants. Reprinted with permission.

226

M. Mariani, E. Villares, J. Wirth, & G. Brigman

These key skill sets include: (a) cognitive and meta-cognitive skills such as goal
setting, progress monitoring, and memory skills; (b) social skills such as
interpersonal, social problem solving, listening, and team-work skills; and (c) selfmanagement skills such as managing attention, motivation, and anger. The
literature continues to echo the importance of these skills, in addition to a positive
attitude, as integral pieces in the school success puzzle (Daly, Duhon, & Witt, 2002;
Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Elias, Fredricks,
Greenberg, O'Brian, Resnick, & Weissberg, 2003: Greenberg et al., 2003; Hattie,
2009; Marzano, Pickering, & Pollack, 2001; Payton, Weissberg, Durlak, Dymnicki,
Taylor, et al., 2008; Winne & Nesbit, 2010; Yeager & Walton, 2011; Zins,
Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004).
The underlying premise of the SSS program is that all students need a core set of
cognitive, social, and self-management skills and that these skills can be taught.
When opportunities are provided for students to learn and practice these skills in
the context of a caring, supportive, encouraging environment, confidence increases.
Once students become more confident they are willing to put forth more effort,
which leads directly to improved academic and social outcomes. This premise is
visually displayed in the SSS Logo (Figure 1). For the purpose of this article, the
authors will present evidence of the effectiveness of the SSS large group, or
classroom program. Readers can learn more about the SSS small group
intervention by consulting Webb and Brigman (2007).
SSS Classroom Program
The SSS classroom program is taught in the classroom setting typically to groups of 15
or more students at one time. The program involves five, 45-minute lessons, which are
spaced a week apart beginning in the fall, usually in late August or early September. A
total of twenty key cognitive, social, and self-management strategies are introduced
using a “tell-show-do” format that is highly interactive resulting in increased levels of
student engagement and motivation. Each SSS lesson follows a structured beginning,
middle, and end sequence clearly detailed in the SSS manual. In the beginning,
students review previously set goals, monitor progress, and report success around five
life skill areas that are tied to increased energy and mood (Looking Good/Feeling
Good tool; Figure 2). Students are taught to look for patterns and make connections
between their daily habits (nutrition, exercise, rest, fun, social support) and their
mood and energy. In the middle of each session, students learn and practice new skills
and strategies they can use as they target areas for continued improvement. Key skills
and strategies are organized into activities surrounding five categories: (a) goal
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setting, progress monitoring, and success sharing; (b) creating a caring, supportive,
and encouraging classroom environment; (c) cognitive and memory skills; (d)
performing under pressure and managing test anxiety; and (e) building healthy
optimism. At the end of each lesson students are provided an opportunity to reflect
and share the improvements they have made toward designated course mastery goals
during the previous week and to target areas for improvement for the upcoming week
(Seven Keys to Mastering Any Course tool; Figure 3).

Figure 2. Looking Good/Feeling Good Chart
From Student Success Skills: Classroom Manual (pg. 22), by G. Brigman, Campbell,
and L. Webb (2013), Boca Raton, FL: Atlantic Education Consultants. Copyright 2013
by Atlantic Education Consultants. Reprinted with permission.

The five SSS classroom lessons are then followed by monthly booster lessons.
Booster lessons lead up to standardized testing in the spring, helping students apply
the important skills they have learned to the specific test-taking task. However, the
impact of the SSS program is designed to be far more reaching than simply test
taking. It directly effects students' day-to-day development impacting academic and
social competence. For instance, students are taught ways to self-regulate their
emotions, attention, and motivation levels. This provides them with improved
opportunities to learn and grow. As students see improvements and become more
competent, teachers and students report an increase in confidence and effort, and
learning becomes more enjoyable.
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Figure 3. Seven Keys to Mastering Any Course Tool
From Student Success Skills: Classroom Manual (pg. 65), by G. Brigman, Campbell, and
L. Webb (2013), Boca Raton, FL: Atlantic Education Consultants. Copyright 2013
by Atlantic Education Consultants. Reprinted with permission.

SSS Foundational Studies and Related Outcomes
The SSS classroom program is an evidence-based intervention supported empirically
by a growing body of research of its own. Early evidence from SSS outcome studies
revealed significant positive treatment effects on student achievement, as measured
by standardized test scores. This outcome evidence supports the use of the SSS
classroom program as a school counselor-led intervention that can impact students
academically (Brigman & Campbell, 2003; Brigman, Webb, & Campbell, 2007;
Campbell & Brigman, 2005; Leﬁn, Villares, Brigman, Webb, & Peluso, 2011; Webb,
Brigman, & Campbell, 2005). Additional studies using the SSS intervention have
focused on other outcome areas related to personal/social and self-management
skills (Lemberger & Clemens, 2011; Lemberger, Selig, Bowers, & Rogers, submitted;
Mariani, Webb, Villares, & Brigman, submitted; Wirth, 2012). These subsequent
studies, some of which are discussed in more detail later in this article, are important
as they address a recommendation from The National Panel for Evidence-Based
School Counseling that future research using SSS expand its' outcome measures to
include variables related to key skill areas other than academics (Carey, Dimmitt,
Hatch, Lapan, & Whiston, 2008). In progress is a four-year U.S. Department of
Education IES grant involving 60 schools in school large school districts which is
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investigating the impact of the SSS program on fifth grade students' achievement as
measured by standardized reading and math scores, as well as measures tied to selfregulation, self-efficacy, perceptions of classroom climate, and reported use of the
SSS skills taught (Webb, Brigman, Carey, & Villares, 2011).
SSS Meta-analysis Results Tied to Academic Achievement
A recently published meta-analysis included five studies involving 1,279 students in
grades 4, 5, 6, 8, and 9 who participated in the SSS program (Villares, Frain, Brigman,
Webb, & Peluso, 2012). Findings linked school counselor interventions with improved
student achievement as measured by standardized Florida Comprehensive
Assessment (FCAT) Math and Reading tests (Villares, Frain, Brigman, Webb, &
Peluso, 2012). In all five studies, the researchers systematically trained school
counselors to teach the SSS skills and strategies through five, 45-minute classroom
lessons to students in the treatment groups and were monitored for treatment fidelity.
The five experimental or quasi-experimental studies (Brigman & Campbell, 2003;
Brigman et al., 2007; Campbell & Brigman, 2005; León et al., 2011; Webb et al.,
2005) included a diverse sample of students enrolled in 39 schools across two large
school districts south Florida from 2000 - 2009.
The meta-analysis results were calculated using the mean posttest scores on the
FCAT reading and math tests for the treatment and comparison groups and the
effect size was determined by using a standardized differences index (Cohen's d).
The overall effect sizes found in the five SSS studies revealed an SSS intervention of
effect of +0.29, and +.41 for math and +.17 for reading. These findings indicate that
students who receive the SSS intervention experienced better outcomes results on
their standardized test scores in reading and math than students who did not receive
the intervention.
Comparison of These Results & ES Impact to Other Interventions
Interpreting the practical significance or magnitude of the intervention effect is
especially important to educators when trying to make decisions on which programs
to implement (Lipsey, Puzio, Yun, Herbert, Steinka-Fry, et al., 2012; Sink & Stroh,
2006; U.S. Department of Education, 2001). Cohen (1988) cautioned against using
his proposed benchmarks (small = .20, medium = .50, and large = .80) when
interpreting effect sizes for social and behavioral research. Lipsey et al. (2012)
found that many education interventions investigating the effects on standardized
reading and math achievement tests are rarely above .30.
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According to Hill, Bloom, Black, and Lipsey (2008) the SSS meta-analysis effect
size of .41 in math would be comparable to two-thirds of an additional year of
learning for 5th graders. The effect size of .17 for reading would be comparable to
one-third of a year's additional learning for 5th graders. The impact of other
educational interventions aimed at improving reading and math standardized tests
scores have revealed overall average effect sizes of 0.23, 0.27, and 0.24 for
elementary, middle, and high school students respectively. Therefore, within this
line of research .25 would be considered a large effect, .15 a medium effect, and .05
to .10 a small effect (Vernez & Zimmer, 2007). Using Vernez and Zimmer's (2007)
rubric to interpret effect sizes, the SSS program has a medium effect for reading
(.17) and a large effect for math (.41). This new comparative information provides
additional support for the use of the school counselor interventions, such as the SSS
classroom guidance and small group curriculums, to improve student academic
performance on standardized tests.
The SSS meta-analysis findings support the use of the SSS intervention as a
viable tool in promoting academic learning gains for students. Subsequent studies
(Mariani et al., submitted; Wirth, 2012) have sought to measure the impact of the
SSS classroom program linked to improvements in social, emotional, and
behavioral outcomes for students. These studies included positive feedback from
teachers regarding participating students' behavior.
SSS, Pro-social, Bullying Behavior, School Success Skills, and Classroom Climate
Bullying continues to be a critical concern for school personnel as it impacts students
across academic (Bernstein & Watson, 1997; Olweus, 1993; Hawker & Boulton,
2000), emotional (Roland, 2002), and personal/social domains (Carney, 2008;
Catalano, Haggerty, Oesterle, Fleming, & Hawkins, 2004; Gini & Pozzoli, 2009;
Reijntjes, Kamphuis, Prinzie, & Telch, 2010; Swearer, Espelage, Vaillancourt, &
Hymel, 2010). School-aged youth report experiences with bullying at alarmingly high
rates, 30-40%, with many incidents going unrecognized and unreported (Bradshaw,
O'Brennan, Lindsey, & Sawyer, 2008; Nansel, Overpeck, Pilla, Ruan, SimonsMorton, & Scheidt, 2001; Spriggs, Ianotti, Nansel, & Haynie, 2007). Research on
school-based interventions point toward teaching pro-social skills, focusing on
factors related to school connectedness, and addressing staff and teacher education
on the topic and increased buy-in in school-wide intervention efforts (Durlak et al.,
2011; Consortium on the School-Based Promotion of Social Competence, 1994;
Greenberg et al., 2003; Millings et al., 2012). The literature supports programs that
work to positively effect school climate as well (Carney, 2008; Catalano et al., 2004;
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Frey, Hirschstein, & Guzzo, 2000; Swearer et al., 2010). Programs such as SSS, which
foster a safe, caring, and supportive classroom climate meet this need.
Mariani et al. (submitted) investigated the effects of the SSS classroom program
on student pro-social behavior, bullying behavior, school success skills, and
perceptions of classroom climate using various self-report measures. Researchers
hypothesized that given the key skill sets taught in the SSS program as well as the
emphasis on promoting a safe, caring, and supportive learning environment, that
aggressive behaviors (i.e. bullying) could be decreased. This notion was supported
in previous research highlighting the effectiveness of programs that foster pro-social
skills, coping behaviors, self-esteem, and school connectedness as a means for
promoting healthy relationships among peers (Consortium on the School-Based
Promotion of Social Competence, 1994; Greenberg et al., 2003; Hall, 2006;
Millings, et al., 2012).
The Mariani et al. (submitted) study followed a quasi-experimental design
whereby treatment and comparison schools were matched according demographic,
ethnicity, and school grade factors. Three hundred and thirty six (N = 336), fifth grade
volunteer participants (181 females and 155 males) from five public elementary
schools in central Florida were included. Participants completed the Peer Relations
Questionnaire (PRQ, Rigby & Slee, 1993), the Student Engagement in School Success
Skills survey (SESSS, Carey, Brigman, Webb, Villares, & Harrington, 2013), and the
My Class Inventory-Short Form Revised (MCI-SFR, Sink & Spencer, 2005) at a pretest,
posttest, and post-posttest intervals. Using these measures, investigators sought to
determine if the SSS classroom program had an impact on students' pro-social
behavior, bullying behavior, use of skills related to school success, and participants'
thoughts, feelings, and opinions pertaining to classroom climate.
Findings showed a statistically significant difference between treatment and
comparison groups on certain measures related to pro-social behaviors, bullying
behaviors, engagement in school success skills, and perceptions of classroom climate.
Students in the treatment group who received SSS reported higher scores for prosocial behaviors at posttest than did students in the comparison group. Likewise,
differences between students' posttest scores related to bullying in the treatment
versus comparison groups were revealed. Students in the treatment group evidenced
a decrease on the bullying measure after SSS implementation, while students in the
comparison schools reported an increase. A small effect size was also found for this
outcome. Outcomes pertaining to school success skills showed a statistically
significant difference between groups as well as a large effect size. Students in the
treatment group evidenced higher levels of engagement in school success skills from
pre- to posttest than their counterparts. Finally, findings pertaining to perceptions of

232

M. Mariani, E. Villares, J. Wirth, & G. Brigman

classroom climate revealed a statistically significant difference between the
treatment and comparison groups; a small effect size was additionally noted.
Students in the treatment group reported higher scores related to satisfaction at
posttest than did students in the control. Mariani et al.'s (submitted) study provided
empirical support that aggressive behaviors, such as bullying, can be influenced by
programs that do not specifically target these behaviors. Additionally, findings
indicated the positive impact that the school counselor can have on student behavior
when they implement a research based, classroom intervention such as SSS.
SSS, Wellness, and School Grades
Adolescents regularly encounter a myriad of academic, social, and physical changes
and challenges as they transition from elementary to middle school. Internal and
external expectations placed on adolescents by themselves and/or their parents,
educators, and society in general marks this phase of development as essential for
establishing and maintaining positive life-long skills (Elias, Zins, Weissberg, Frey,
Greenberg, et al., 1997; Jackson & Davis, 2000; Togneri, & Anderson, 2003; Osher,
Dwyer, & Jackson, 2004). For example, the expectation that all students perform at
or above grade level (U.S. Department of Education, 2001; 2010) is not different for
middle school students even though they experience physical and social changes
during the middle school years. In an attempt to assist middle school students to
become self-regulated learners, middle schools as institutions provide students with
equipment or tools (i.e., planners, checklists, homework hotlines, and E-mail for
increased parent/teacher/student communication) intended to assist students in
their achievement of academic, personal, and social success (Cushman & Rogers,
2008). However, evidence regarding middle school interventions implemented by
school counselors working collaboratively with classroom teachers to assist with
increased academic achievement and positive behavioral outcomes is limited.
Wirth's study examined (a) wellness factors for early adolescences, (b) engagement
in school success skills, and (c) grades in core subject areas of language arts,
mathematics, science, and social studies, reported at nine-week intervals. Included in
the data analysis were students in a treatment (n = 66) and control (n = 69) school
who were randomly assigned to a physical education course during the fall semester of
their seventh grade year. Participating students completed the Five Factor Wellness
Inventory for Teens (Myers & Sweeney, 2005) and the Student Engagement in School
Success Skills (SESSS) survey (Carey et al., 2013) at pre- and posttest intervals. These
students' grades were also collected at the end of the first and second grading periods.
This study was unique in that it was the first SSS outcome study to examine the use of
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wellness behaviors and core subject academic grades as outcome measures. It was also
the first to use a classroom teacher to implement the SSS classroom program rather
than having the program implemented by a school counselor. Utilizing teachers as
“resource brokers”, (Colbert & Kulikowich, 2006) under the guidance of the school
counselor, optimizes the level of exposure to curriculum.
Results revealed a statistically significant difference in engagement of wellness
behaviors between seventh grade students in the treatment group who received the
SSS curriculum and control group who did not receive the intervention. Practical
significance was also found related to participating students' use of school success
skills. Results indicated that students who were taught SSS readily engaged in these
skills. However, no statistically significant difference between the participants was
found for core academic subject area grades (language arts, mathematics, science,
and social studies.
As previously mentioned, the Wirth study (2012) is one of the first studies to
examine the effects of the SSS intervention on grades in core academic subject areas.
A certain amount of perceived bias in grading practices was noted in Wirth's (2012)
study. A lack of consistency in grading standards from one school to another as well
as the inconsistency of standards from one teacher to another was acknowledged.
Grades, unlike standardized tests or assessments, do not need to meet the rigors of
reliability and validity. Grading practices have an impact on student academic
success and consequently, their academic wellness. Close (2009) explored fairness in
grading and presupposed that teachers base their student evaluations upon the most
common and shared concepts of justice. The assumption in Wirth's (2012) study was
that teachers of students in the middle school setting share these concepts of justice.
This finding contributes to the need to include standardized measures as a means for
determining improvements of student academic performance (Anderson & Kuman,
2009). This factor has been critically tended to in the body of research supporting
SSS as a viable intervention.
Students in the treatment group showed an increase in total wellness, as measured
by the Five Factor Wellness Inventory for Teens (5F-Wel-T, 2005b). This result provided
evidence that the collaboration between school counselors and physical education
teachers can lead to improvements in wellness behaviors among middle school
students. Although there was not statistical difference in the engagement in success
skills as measured by the SESSS (Carey et al., 2013), practical significance was found
indicating that when students are exposed to skills leading to success they use them.
The finding related to grades in core subject areas fortifies the need of standardized
measures for determining reliable improvement in student academic performance
grades alone are not a reliable measure.
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The middle school counselor in Wirth's study (2012) acted as a “resource
broker” who identified a resource, gained access to the resource, trained teachers to
ensure the utilization of the resource (Colbert & Kulikowich, 2006) and monitored
fidelity of implementation. This study contributed to “how” school counselors can
provide access to evidenced-based school counseling programs when collaborating
with other educators in schools. School counselors can become more than a referral
source; they become an educational resource.

CONCLUSION
The belief that all students can benefit when taught specific meta-cognitive, social, and
self-management skills associated with school success in a safe, caring, and
encouraging environment is at the heart of the SSS curriculum. SSS outcome research
studies have linked improvements in student academic achievement, pro-social
behaviors, and engagement in wellness behaviors following the implementation of the
SSS curriculum (Brigman & Campbell, 2003; Brigman et al., 2007; Campbell &
Brigman, 2005; Jean Jacques, 2011; León, et al., 2011; Mariani et al., submitted;
Urbina, 2011; Webb et al. 2005; Wirth, 2012). The Student Success Skills curriculum is
therefore one example of a research-based school counseling intervention that benefits
students by increasing their academic, social, and self-management performance. SSS
uses holistic principles and a structured, yet engaging format to anchor its five-lesson
classroom sequence, which introduces students to key life skills, increasing the chances
of growth and success. The need for more evidence-based programs for use by
professional school counselors has been well documented (Dimmitt et al., 2005;
Whiston & Quinby, 2009; Whiston et al., 2011) and the SSS program can serve as a
model for developing effective tools to showcase that school counselors can make a
significant contribution to student academic and social performance.
The foundation used to develop the SSS program synthesized the existing
research literature on what helps students learn and successfully negotiate the
developmental tasks of displaying competence and developing positive peer
relations. Authors of the program infused the most powerful strategies for teaching
the most critical skills to students. Making the curriculum student-centered and
highly interactive was purposeful and meant to increase student engagement in
mastering the skills and strategies. The authors encourage more school counselors
and counselor educators to use this approach to develop additional curriculum that
can be tested for effectiveness.
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