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The SDFSC Case Study Series is a publication 
of the Safe and Drug-Free Schools and 
Communities Technical Assistance Project 
(SDFSC TA Project), funded and directed by the 
California Department of Alcohol and Drug 
Programs (ADP) and managed by the Center for 
Applied Research Solutions (CARS). The Case 
Study series is intended to provide a snapshot of 
the programs implemented and lessons learned 
by SDFSC grantees as a service to other grantees 
and alcohol and drug prevention providers. 

The information or strategies highlighted in 
SDFSC Case Study Series do not constitute an 
endorsement by ADP, nor are the ideas and 
opinions expressed herein those of ADP or its 
staff. © 2005 by the Safe and Drug-Free Schools 
and Communities Technical Assistance Project. 
Permission to reproduce is granted, provided 
credit is given.

Let’s Hear From You!
The SDFSC Case Study Series offers effective 
strategies and insights from successful 
programs on various topic areas. We are always 
on the lookout for successful programs and 
potential topics. Please contact us with your 
recommendations for future Case Study articles.

Contact Us:
Center for Applied Research Solutions (CARS)
923 College Avenue
Santa Rosa, CA  95404
(707) 568-3800 TEL
(707) 568-3810 FAX
Toll free 1-877-568-4227 (1-877-568-4CARS)
www.cars-rp.org

Kimberly Clouse (BA in Ed. Western Washington 
University) is a Listing and Marketing Coordinator 
for Raju Chhabria of Shorewood Realtors and a 
free lance writer. As a former high school English, 
ESL,Video Technology and Theater teacher for 10 
years, Kimberly worked with students ranging 
in ages from K through adult with a range of 
learning abilities and styles. Kimberly has written, 
taught, administered and evaluated curriculum 
for remedial through advanced placement 
levels and served on numerous educational 
committees. She developed a cutting edge high 
school broadcasting and video program at the 
most culturally diversified high school in Sonoma 
County. Kimberly’s graduate work and class 
curriculum focused on applying various learning 
modalities to develop student’s creative and critical 
thinking skills through writing, communication, 
performance and artistic approaches.  During 
the course of her teaching career, Kimberly has 
mentored and supervised numerous student 
teachers and student assistants.

Belinda Basca (Ed.M. Harvard University) is a 
K-5 writer and curriculum specialist of Science 
Companion®, a hands-on learning program that 
takes advantage of children's extensive knowledge 
of--and curiosity about--how things work in the 
world. As a consultant for EMT and CARS, Belinda 
has assisted on a variety of mentoring projects 
and conducted site visits for Friday Night Live 
Mentoring and the Safe and Drug Free Schools 
and Community program. As a former researcher 
at Harvard Project Zero on The Understandings 
of Consequence Project, Belinda's work focused 
on complex causal science concepts and their 
application in the classroom. In particular, she 
studied how children reason about challenging 
topics in science at the elementary and middle 
school level. She developed science curriculum 
and conducted frequent classroom observations of 
teachers and interviews with children.
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INTRODUCTION

Second Step is a school-based, social-skills program that integrates social and emotional learning curricula into the classroom 

and includes a parent training component. Youth from preschool through Grade 8 learn and practice vital social skills, such as 

empathy, emotional regulation, problem-solving, and cooperation. These essential life skills help students in the classroom, on 

the playground, and at home. Ultimately, by improving the social-emotional skills of students, and by helping parents better 

understand and address those needs, Second Step becomes a violence and substance abuse prevention program. 

The Second Step program is evidence-based and has been shown to reduce discipline referrals, improve school climate by 

building feelings of inclusiveness and respect, and increase students’ confidence and sense of responsibility.

The curriculum is divided into two age groups: preschool through 5th grade (with 20 to 25 lessons per year) and 6th through 

8th grade (with 15 lessons in year 1 and 8 lessons in each of the following 2 years). Each curriculum contains five teaching 

kits that build sequentially and cover empathy, impulse control, and anger management in developmentally- and age-

appropriate ways. Children learn to identify and understand their own and others’ emotional responses. By doing so they 

are able to reduce impulsive behaviors, choose positive goals, and modulate their emotional reactions and decision-making 

process when emotionally aroused. Group decision-making, modeling, coaching, and practice are demonstrated in the Second 

Step lessons using interpersonal situations presented in photos or video format (NREPP1). 

The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) has recognized Second Step as a Model Program. 

It is also recognized by the Department of Education as an Exemplary Program. Several Safe and Drug Free Schools and 

Communities (SDFSC) programs have successfully implemented Second Step to improve the lives of children in their 

communities. The Kings County Second Step Project is one such program, and is the subject of this case study.

1  SAMHSA’s National Registry of Evidence-based Programs and Practices (NREPP). http://nrepp.samhsa.gov/programfulldetails.asp?PROGRAM_
ID=80
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The Kings County Second Step Project strived 
to reduce violence and increase social 
and emotional management skills for 
students and their parents by providing a 
school-based curriculum and a community 
parenting program. Another component 
of the program was the allocation of mini-
grant funds to implement student developed 
community service projects.

Kings County engaged 8,392 students in 
grades K-8 in 33 schools (61% participation) 
to curricula presented in a classroom setting. 
Some youth were selected for more intensive 
services involving facilitated small group 
sessions. These participants were considered 
at-risk due to exposure to high rates of gang 
activity, adolescent violent crime, teenage 
pregnancy, drinking among youth, and 
low educational attainment within their 
community. Approximately 561 teachers and 
4,074 parents participated in this component. 
In addition, 4,345 students also participated 
in service learning projects in the schools.

Several organizations worked together 
in the planning and collaboration of the 
project. The Kings County Behavioral 
Health Administration successfully formed 

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

partnerships with the Kings County Office 
of Education, the Kings County Prevention 
Network, Kings Partnership for Prevention, 
the Hanford Foundation, First Five and the 
Family Resource Center Project and each 
of the school districts receiving services 
through the project. The front-end planning 
and collaboration process was led by the 
Kings County Alcohol & Other Drugs (AOD) 
office and was facilitated by pre-existing 
partnerships with Kings County Office of 
Education and other service providers in the 
County.

Kings County had four components to their 
program: 

Second Step Curriculum 
Implementation in Classrooms
Teachers and facilitators were provided 
with a curriculum specific to the grade 
level, which was presented to all students. 
Each kit covered three units of lessons 
on empathy, impulse control and anger 
management. Strategies included group 
decision making, modeling, coaching, and 
practice using interpersonal situations. 

In 2006, Kings County Second Step Project 
received an award for the “Best Science-
Based Prevention Program in Kings County” 
by the Recognition Committee of the 
Kings Partnership for Prevention. Four 
teachers at three different schools were also 
recognized for their efforts in conducting a 
science-based program within their schools. 
Assemblywoman Nicole Parra and Senator 
Dean Flores also recognized these successful 
programs and teachers.

SDFSC Case Study Series

An estimated 27,000 schools across the United States have 

implemented Second Step since the program’s inception 

in 1987, and about 39% of Second Step educators have 

evaluated their program outcomes. The average length of 

implementation is 4 years. Since 2000, nearly 12 million 

students and 3 million adults have participated in the 

intervention.

--NREPP, December 2006
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Approximately 60% of the students 
participating in this strategy were of Hispanic/
Latino decent; 11% were white; and 16% were 
of mixed racial background.

Second Step Parent Workshops
A six-session workshop for parents was 
provided to involve them in Parental Coalitions 
where they would learn the same skills their 
children were learning and would participate 
in the community service projects developed 
by the students.

Second Step Small Group Sessions
A total of 478 students were selected to 
participate in small groups focused on 
developing social and emotional skills in 
three primary areas: empathy through use of 
feeling words, impulse control and emotional 
regulation. Approximately 40% of the students 
who participated in this strategy were of 
Hispanic/Latino decent; 33% were white; and 
12% were of mixed racial background.

Mini Grant Funds for Service 
Learning Projects
Mini-grant funds were allocated to 
implement student developed community 
service projects. Projects were required 
to support and reinforce the Second Step 
program messages. A list of potential 
projects were identified including, tobacco 
sting operations, community cleaning 
efforts, and specific violence-related issues 
including peer mediation and bullying 
prevention efforts. Projects that were 
selected for funding focused on violence 
prevention using the following research-
based strategies: risk- and protective-
factor related strategies, conflict resolution 
involving problem-solving skills, and 
program evaluation. Park View Middle 
School in Armona developed a notably 
successful peer mentor program tied into 
conflict resolution to make the school safer 
and reduce the number of school violence 
incidents.
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Participation of youth and parents in the 
Second Step curriculum and youth who 
conducted service learning projects was 
associated with a variety of positive measures:

Students who completed the small group •	
sessions showed a composite increase of 
8% over the life of the grant in their ability 
to demonstrate empathy.
Students reported the greatest •	
improvements in feeling there was at least 
one adult at their school they could talk to 
about a personal problem.
Students showed a composite increase •	
of 3.7% over the life of the grant in their 
ability to demonstrate impulse control.
Facilitators reported that 98% of youth •	
who completed the small group sessions 
could recognize and understand feelings.
Students who completed the small group •	

sessions demonstrated a composite 9.2% 
increase over the course of the grant in 
their ability to show compassion.
97% of the students who completed the •	
small group sessions were able to exhibit 
effective, nonviolent anger management.
Expulsion rate for youth in the small •	
group sessions declined over the life of 
the grant by approximately 9%.

BEST PRACTICES AND 
STRATEGIES
There are several key strategies that the 
Kings County Second Step Project has utilized 
to reduce violence in schools by creating 
safer school and classroom environments 
for students. 

#1 Find a Balance between Fidelity 
and Adaptation
As a science-based curriculum, Second Step 
contains the following core elements: 

Enhances protective factors and reduces •	
risk factors 
Increases social competency •	
Includes a parent component •	
Provides long-term opportunity for •	
reinforcement at home and throughout 
school years 
Is family-focused •	
Is school based, age-specific, •	
developmentally appropriate and 
culturally sensitive

Kings County was invited to participate 
in a research project with the Committee 
for Children on Steps to Respect (a 
bullying prevention program).
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Kings County attributes much of its success to 
having employed these principles in running 
their program. However, as many grantees 
have found, it is sometimes necessary to make 
adaptations to the program to better meet 
the needs of the population being served 
and to address each community’s unique 
environment and relationships. Kings County 
identified strategic areas for adaption with 
the Second Step program that are further 
outlined in the Tips for Replicating Success 
section. In doing so, they strived to find and 
maintain a balance between the fidelity of the 
program and adequate adaption to make it as 
successful as possible.

#2 Implement Small Group Sessions 
for Higher Risk Youth
Second Step small group sessions were 
conducted for students who were identified 
as needing a higher degree of intervention 
than could be achieved in a classroom setting. 
Students were referred to the groups because 
of anger/aggression, need for impulse 

control, emotional disturbance, low self-
esteem, motivation/attention deficiencies, 
family problems, problems with peers, need 
for problem-solving skills, and need for 
improved social behaviors. The Second Step 
facilitators conducted small group sessions 
for early elementary (Kindergarten through 
3rd grade), late elementary students (4th 
grade through 5th grade), and middle school 
students (6th through 8th grade).

“The most effective piece was the risk & protective factor 

delivered in a small group setting. Outcomes achieved in 

the small group setting exceeded those achieved in the 

large classroom setting.”

--Nellana Lobdell, Project Coordinator 

Kings County found that the small group 
sessions showed a more positive response for 
three years in a row. Although the county did 
not anticipate these findings, other research 
has shown that with an indicated population, 
more intensive services, such as small group 
settings, demonstrate greater results. In fact, 
the research findings showed that “change 
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was greatest among students with increased 
baseline ratings for anti-social behavior2.” 
Similar to this research, the survey results from 
the small groups showed improvement in 
virtually every area of student behavior. It also 
suggests that the use of outside facilitators 
may encourage student participation due to 
minimal teacher availability and participation.

As Mary Anne Ford-Sherman, Behavioral 
Health Director for Kings County, states, “As we 
look at sustainability, this will be an important 
factor to consider when determining the best use 
of facilitator time and available funds.”

With its universal application in the classroom 
and selected intervention with small 
group sessions, Second Step is designed to 
achieve both breadth and depth in terms of 
student impact.   Not surprisingly, program 
components that work more intensely with 
selected students typically show stronger 
results in individual level measures.  Though 
difficult to evaluate, the more subtle and far-
reaching impact of including all students is 
revealed in improved social norms within the 
school and community environments.

#3 Collaboration and Consistency
Collaboration and consistency throughout 
the program are important components 
for success. Kings County found that 
demonstrated improvement can be seen in a 
number of areas when the curriculum includes 
socio-emotional skills training, parental and 
community involvement, and small group 
sessions.

2  Grossman, D. C., Neckerman, H. J., Koepsell, T. D., Liu, 
P. V., Asher, K. N., Beland, K., et al. (1997). Effectiveness of 
a violence prevention curriculum among children in elemen-
tary school: A randomized controlled trial. Journal of the 
American Medical Association, 277(20), 1605-1611.

School and teacher buy-in are also key factors 
in the continued success of Second Step in Kings 
County. Sustainability requires training enough 
teachers to maintain the program. Continued 
funding is also critical. Another important factor 
is the continued collaboration with the Kings 
County Office of Education, which has the 
resources for pursuing grants and other funding 
sources.

TIPS FOR REPLICATING 
SUCCESS
The evidence-based best practices and key 
strategies employed by the Kings County 
Second Step Project compliment and bolster 
programs that bring alcohol-and-other-drugs 
and violence prevention into schools for youth. 
Community agencies, Kings County Office of 
Education, and the school districts worked 
together to implement Second Step county-
wide. The collaboration and coordination of 
these key agencies to deliver services was a key 
factor to the program’s success.

The following are specific considerations for 
prevention programming:

Consider Implementation Efforts of 
Program
Paying special attention to details, ranging from 
creating buy-in to administrative supports, will 
help ensure smooth implementation and a 
successful project. Cooke et al.  (2007) evaluated 
the effectiveness of implementation of the 
Second Step program. They found that a “low 
level of teacher’s commitment to the program 
at some sites, as well as other problems related 
to program implementation” affected sixth 
graders’ success rate with the program. In 
reviewing a number of other communities that 
implemented the Second Step program Cooke 
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“The beauty of Second Step is that it is a canned program, 

anybody can do it. …It is very user friendly, very well 

thought out.”

--Nellana Lobdell, Project Coordinator 

door for future sessions closer to the 
prescribed amount.
Optional Spanish language versions •	
were supplemented by translating 
flyers and other resource materials into 
Spanish.
Optional parent component was •	
implemented with the supplement of 
a Spanish translator at sessions with 
Spanish-speaking parents.
Appropriate curricula level was •	
identified for each classroom based 
on emotional and cognitive maturity 
of students. While Second Step offers 
grade/age-specific curriculum for 
pre-K through 8th grade students, 
Kings County may move up or down 
a curriculum level depending on the 
needs of each classroom.
In conjunction with providing •	
curriculum in the classrooms, Kings 
County offered small, intensive 
curriculum groups for students with 
identified need for supplemental 
support around the curriculum content.

et al found the most effective programs had 
similar characteristics. These characteristics, 
which are recommended for any grantee 
implementing the Second Step program, 
included:

strong teacher buy-in•	
community involvement•	
adequate follow-up•	
intensive training and technical support•	
strong staff and administrative support•	

Adapt Second Step Curriculum to 
Meet Needs

The curriculum was implemented in •	
the classroom by trained facilitators to 
avoid adding additional responsibilities 
to teachers’ “full plate”. Facilitators were 
masters’ level counselors. However, 
during 2005-2006, over 40 teachers 
requested training and began to 
implement the program on their own.
Curriculum lessons were sometimes •	
combined for fewer total sessions 
than the original model recommends 
due to restricted timeframes (content 
and individual session duration was 
maintained with fidelity). Due to time 
concerns schools were sometimes 
unable to commit to allowing students 
access for the prescribed number of 
sessions and it was found that being 
flexible and negotiating as many 
sessions as possible usually opens the 
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Voluntary•	 —With Second Step, parents 
voluntarily participate in the program. 
Although some programs are mandated, 
programs such as Second Step, in 
which parents are voluntarily involved, 
are more receptive to changing their 
behavior (better communication skills, 
parenting skills, problem-solving skills, 
disciplinary skills, management skills, 
etc.) and are more likely to feel in control 
of their lives.
Flexible•	 —Successful programs gear 
content and methods to the interests 
and needs of parents and provide a 
variety of techniques for parents rather 
than a “one-way” approach. Sometimes 
this can be challenging to achieve while 
still maintaining fidelity to the evidence-
based program.
Accessible•	 —Successful programs 
are delivered in a variety of settings, 
including homes, schools, or community 
institutions, with transportation or 
childcare provided when needed.

Build Strong Community 
Partnerships for Service Learning 
Projects

Consider seeking additional funding and •	
support from agencies outside of the 
school setting for the service learning 
projects. 
Encourage the agencies to partner with •	
a local school for the project. Kings 
County found that it was expensive to 
monitor the service learning projects 
on their own. They hope to continue to 
foster community partnerships to assist 
with this program component.

Increase Recruitment Efforts of 
Parents in Workshops
The parent workshops were an important 
component of the Kings County Second 
Step Project. Most of the parent participants 
indicated that they enjoyed the class and 
learned something new. To increase parent 
recruitment and retention, grantees might 
strive to make their parent programs:
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Intensive•	 —Studies find more significant and sustained results when interventions are 
frequent and occur over a long period of time.
Culturally•	  Sensitive—Successful programs value diversity and reflect an appreciation 
of the cultural and socioeconomic bases of parent behavior and belief while avoiding 
stereotyping.
Strength•	  Based—Successful programs build on family strengths and seek to empower 
parents by encouraging them to find solutions to their own problems.

The Kings County Second Step Project has made a difference by providing students in Kings 
County with consistent and on-going opportunities to develop social skills and behaviors that 
foster an environment in which students show more empathy, impulse control, compassion, 
and anger management. Teachers also reported improvement in student behavior pre-post 
for youth participating in the small group sessions. And finally, the service learning projects 
are focusing attention on the positive capabilities and contributions the youth of Kings 
County can make in their community. 
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