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The Pedagogy for Building Lasting Skills in the Talking with TJ

Social Decision Making/Social Problem Solving Curriculum

If students are to experience healthy relationships and occupy meaningful and productive roles in society as adults, they must be competent at communicating and working cooperatively with others. They need to be able to express their own opinions and beliefs, to understand and appreciate the perspective of others who differ from them in background, needs, or experiences, and to become skilled at reasoned disagreement, negotiation, and compromise as methods of solving problems when their own needs or interests conflict with those of others. Indeed, in the face of decreasing resources and increasing global interdependence, it can be argued that such qualities are essential to our survival. The question, then, is not whether we must enhance students’s social competencies, but rather how to accomplish this goal (Battistich, Elias, & Branden-Muller 1992, p. 231).

Social Decision-Making, Social Skills, and Life Skills Development


The Social Decision-Making/Social Problem Solving (SDM/SPS) Program is an evidence-based approach to building the skills students need if they are to attend school mentally alert, ready to learn, and ready to contribute to their classrooms, families, and communities.  It has been recognized as a Promising Program by the U.S. Department of Education’s Expert Panel on Safe and Drug Free Schools and by the Character Education Partnership, as a Model Program by the National Education Goals Panel and the National Association of School Psychologists, and a “SELect” program by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (www.CASEL.org).  SDM/SPS is considered to be a social-emotional learning program.  Thisis a grouping of programs designed to build students’ emotional intelligence skills as a way of maximizing their academic potential and chances for success in school and life (Elias, Zins, Weissberg, and Associates, 1997).  They are characterized by strong empirical support and a highly effective, social learning-based pedagogy to ensure successful use in classroom or group contexts (Bruene et al, 1997; Elias et al., 1986; Elias et al., 1991; Elias & Tobias, 1996).   SDM/SPS approaches are being used by educators (and parents)  throughout the United States and in countries around the world.  


The Talking with TJ curriculum in Plainfield is an adaptation of the SDM/SPS curriculum to better match the needs of urban learners than the original SDM/SPS curriculum.  It also has enhanced literacy elements intergrated into the lessons, especially for Grades K-1.  The latter years are especially crucial for the development of students’ reading skills.  


The Talking with TJ curriculum has been desigend with a pedagogy and focus that are consistent with the NJ State Professional Teaching Standards and the four domains that comprise the Components of Professional Practice in Plainfield.  These connections are elaborated in Table 1, and supported in the discussion of the curriculum herein.


A major focus of Talking with TJ is to help student become better problem solvers.  This is accomplished by teaching them skills through  videos, books, stories, and other activities that they remember and enjoy.  They are also taught essential “readiness” skills for them to have emotional self-control, to stop and think before acting impulsively and allow themselves to use their SDM/SPS skills. Gradually, with successive, high-quality exposure to and practice with the curriculum and skills, students deepen and extend their skills and their applications, and begin to learn how to manage difficult choices when they are under peer pressure and other kind of stress. So fortified, students are able to be effective learners and citizens in the many communities of which they are a part. They learn both social-emotional skills and life skills, and how to use them when no adults are around to prompt or assist them.

What are Social Decision-Making/Social Problem Solving Skills?


Competence in SDM/SPS is consistent with what many have defined as essential skills for students’s development (Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, 2003; Dodge et al. 1986; National Mental Health Association 1986; Rutter 1987; Spivack & Shure 1974).  Entering a third decade of work with many dozens of schools, hundreds of educators and parents, and thousands and thousands of students as of the time of this writing, we have identified a core set of skills that truly matter for students’s social and academic growth and success. We have divided these skills into three key areas:

1. Self-Control Skills. These are skills necessary for accurate processing of social information, for delay of behavior long enough to engage in thoughtful accessing of one’s social decision-making abilities, and for being able to approach others in a way that avoids provoking their anger or annoyance. They include the ability to listen carefully and accurately, follow directions, calm oneself down when under stress, and talk to others in a socially appropriate manner.

2. Social Awareness, Teamwork and Group Participation Skills. These are skills that underlie the exercise of social responsibility and positive interactions in groups. They include learning how to recognize and elicit trust, help, and praise from others, how to recognize others’ perspectives, how to choose friends wisely, how to share, wait, and participate in groups, and how to give and receive help and criticism.

3. Social Decision-Making,Problem-Solving, and Conflict Resolution Skills. This is a set of skills that combine to form a strategy to guide students in thoughtful decision making when facing choices or problematic situations, particularly when under stress. These skills are emphasized in Grades 4 and 5, with the goal of creating a common language and shared perspective on competence across classrooms and schools that allow teachers and other staff to reinforce and solidify learning over time. Skills in understanding signs of one’s own and others’ feelings, deciding on one’s goals, thinking of many alternate ways to solve a problem (especially when planning a solution and making a final check for obstacles), and envisioning long- and short-term consequences both for one self and others are incorporated into the SDM/SPS approach.


The basic structure of the social decision-making approachis grounded in everyday circumstances so that the skills for competence can be developed and reinforced frequently and over a period of years. In schools, social decision making is carried out as part of the curriculum by teachers of regular and special education students, and in groups run by by other school professionals such as school psychologists, guidance counselors, school social workers, health educators, and learning consultants.  In the home, social decision making is carried out by parents as part of their everyday parenting responsibilities, particularly during everyday routines such as getting ready in the morning, mealtimes, homework time, and in discipline situations (Elias, Tobias, & Friedlander, 2000).


For students, knowing that there is a strategy of SDM/SPS is very important.   They can look around and begin to understand the importance of being aware of one’s own and others’ feelings, of having clear goals, of understanding short- and long-term consequences and consequences to oneself and others, of planning and anticipating obstacles, and using past experiences as a guide to future action. Note also how these skills (and their effective use) are based on being able to listen carefully and accurately, to act with self-control and not impulsively, and to have the skills to function effectively in group and social situations.


Perhaps most significantly for students, social decision-making skills play a role in their coming to an understanding of the fact that there are decisions for which there are no healthy alternatives, such as around drug and alcohol use and smoking, and which, therefore, must be avoided. Students also benefit from having a strategy to use when weighing the risks and benefits of resisting pressures to engage in high-risk and unlawful behaviors, and for deriving constructive, responsible means of coping with those pressures.


This may seem like a sophisticated set of skills. However, SDM/SPS is as basic to a student trying to negotiate kindergarten circle time, an elementary school hallway, or a math class as they are to those who are trying to negotiate the business of the Board of Education, the Home-School Association, or the Teachers’ Union. The key is to make a commitment to the importance of these skills to students and to take the time to build the skills systematically. This requires more than an occasional Talking with TJ unit or a few scattered SDM/SPS/TJ activities. It requires the use of an acknowledged, pedagogically sound instructional approach.

THE INSTRUCTIONAL APPROACH



The Instructional Approach/Pedagogy of SDM/SPS/Talking with TJ is designed to enhance the overall professional functioning of teachers and other educators who are involved in implementation.  Its structure of Planning and Preparation builds participants’ knowledge of content and pedagogy, is coherently aligned with literacy and other curricular elements. Talking with TJ contains elements that evidence has demonstrated, across numerous SEL and related programs, are essential for creating a classroom environment in which there is well-managed behavior, respect and rapport, a culture for learning, and skill-building that removes barriers to student learning and academic achievement.  Insruction in Talking with TJ focuses extensively on questioning and discussion techniques, ways of engaging students in learning, and incorporation of elements that allow for flexibility and responsiveness to students’ needs and interests.  Talking with TJ aligns with teachers’ professional responsibility to provide students with skills that will generalize across a range of academic areas and aspects of schooling.  With proper implementation over a sustained period of time, SDM/SPS/Talking with TJ can lead to lasting gains in students.

Gathering

     
Whether one calls it a sharing circle (the name used in Social Decision Making/Social Problem Solving activities), morning meeting, sharing time, advisory group, circle time, or any of a number of related titles, the reality is that students welcome the chance to come together informally to address issues of emotional concern.  Students benefit from a “buffer” between challenging parts of their day and applying themselves seriously to academic work.  Especially challenging parts of their day include their preparation for and trip to school, lunch and recess, and dismissal.   For this reason, schools find it useful to have meetings to start the school day, after lunch/recess, and at the end of the day.   It is equally useful to begin group meetings with a convening activity.  Such activities recognize and help to implement the 3 essential SEL principles (National Center for Innovation and Education, 1999):

1. Caring Relationships Form the Foundation of All Lasting Learning:  Gatherings bring everyone together and makes a statement that while agendas are important, relationships come first.  They also set a climate in which learning is most likely to be internalized and lasting.

2. Emotions Affect How and What We Learn:  Academic work can’t proceed when students’ emotions are churned up, when they are anxious, fearful, or angry.  The group focus during start of the day gatherings is on providing an opportunity for some expression of concern, or at least using a ritual beginning to give students a chance to get their own emotions regulated a bit.  By do doing, they are better prepared for the academic tasks ahead of them.  At the end of the day, addressing students’ emotions makes it more likely that the day’s learnings will be remembered and there will be follow through on good intentions with regard to homework and projects.

3. Goal Setting and Problem Solving Provide Direction and Energy to Learning:  Gatherings provide a chance to reaffirm common goals, set personal goals, problem solve issues of general concern, or transition into the SDM/SPS activity about to be undertaken. Gatherings also reinforce goals by providing opportunities for testimonials about progress on projects and attempts to use new skills, they also provide teachers with feedback on aspects of SDM/SPS with which students may behaving difficulty, thus allowing for instructional modifications.


Caveats: Taking Care with Student Disclosure and Student Hurt.  In sharing circles or other gatherings, as well as in problem solving discussions, there is the possibility that students will share family or other personal home circumstances with peers.  It is important to set up ground rules, from the very beginning, that family matters should not be topics of general discussions.  Further, many groups establish a rule that they will not talk about people who are not in the room at the time. With adolescents, it is also important to let them know that if information is revealed that can be of harm to any student (e.g., suicidal thoughts, child abuse, drug abuse by a parent), you must report the information to appropriate authorities or agencies.  There is no confidentiality in cases of potential serious harm.  That being said, you also want to be sure to convey to students that they can and should individually approach you, a counselor, school psychologist or social worker, or other school professional whenever they are facing difficult personal or interpersonal problems or circumstances.  


These considerations are especially powerful when students are coming to class with a great deal of emotional hurt.  Often, they are in need of opportunities to express their strong feelings.  And they may try to do so despite warnings that such personal disclosures are not appropriate for the group.  Try to be aware of what is happening in the lives of students and offer those who are dealing with difficulties chances to meet with you or another member of the school staff on an individual basis.  Your alertness to both the quiet and overt signs of student distress can make a large difference in the lives of students.  The work of the Responsive Classroom Program, contained at their web site (www.responsiveclassroom.org) and their Morning Meeting book are valuable resources to teachers in addressing these concerns.

The Facilitative Approach of Open-ended Questioning

The leader of SDM/SPS groups (whether in classroom or counseling contexts) is not there to solve students' problems or to make their decisions for them.  Instead, a facilitative approach is used.  Facilitators are not "experts” imparting their information to the student, nor are they counselors providing potential solutions to the student.  The facilitative approach involves asking questions, rather than telling. However, all questions are not the same.  Consider four types of questions:  

· closed-ended ("Did you hit him?"),  

· interrogative ("Why did you hit him?"), 

· multiple choice ("Did you hit him because he was teasing you or because of   something else?"), and

· open-ended ("What happened?").  

Closed ended questions require a "yes" or "no" or other one word response from students, and do not elicit much reflection.   If one asks, "Are you angry?", much less information will be elicited than if the question is phrased in an open-ended manner such as, "What feelings are you having?"  Young students have a hard time with “why” questions and fourth and fifth grade students dislike "why" questions because their own insecurity often leads them to feel defensive and blamed. Students are also not highly reflective and are not usually aware of, or able to articulate, the deep reasons behind their actions; this is especially true of students with behavioral and emotional difficulties.  

     
An honest response to, "Why did you hit him?" is something very few students will say: "Because I lack self control and have an inconsistent social learning history with regard to getting negative consequences as a result of my violent actions” or "I think it comes from a chaotic home, some poor parental modeling, and an overexposure to movies, TV, and video games that glorify aggression, with no adult supervision.” Instead, us open-ended questions so that a student's own thinking about the problem.  will be maximized.  Further, getting students more invested in the problem solving process leads them to feel more ownership of and responsibility for the solution.  Multiple choice questions are useful with students who need to be brought along as problem solvers, those who are immature or have cognitive limitations, or who are initially resistive or draw blanks to open-ended questions.  

Two Question Rule
     
The Two Question Rule is a powerful, simple way to stimulate students’ thinking.  In leading a group of students, the rule is, "Follow up a question with another question."  It reminds the leader to stay in a questioning mode.  It "serves notice" on students that the leader is genuinely interested in hearing details.  For example, the question, "How are you feeling?", can be followed up by, "What other feelings are you aware of?".  The question, "What are you going to say when you go up to the lunch aide?", can be followed up by, "How exactly are you going to say it?."  An example in an academic context would be following a question like, "What are the ways that the body regulates temperature?", with "How do you know that is true?".  Indeed, the follow-up probe, “How do you know that is true?” is especially useful, given the array of misinformation and partial information that characterizes adolescence.  Overall, the more that students elaborate about a problem or issue under consideration, the better understanding both the adults and students involved will have.  Follow-up questioning helps students clarify their own thoughts, feelings, goals, and plans.

Paraphrasing
     
Especially after asking students questions, it is important to reflect back to them what you heard them say.  This helps speakers feel listened to, understood, and validated, and that the listener takes them seriously and they are reinforced for speaking.  Another useful aspect of paraphrasing is that the listener can gently rephrase the student's statements into more accurate or appropriate language.  Students often have difficulty stating their feelings.  For example, when asked how he or she is feeling, a student might respond, "He's an idiot."  This can be paraphrased as, "It sounds to me like you are really angry with him."  Translating students’ rough expressions help them clarify thoughts and also develop a better problem-solving vocabulary.

Modeling

Seeing adults use problem solving skills is much more effective than just telling students to problem solve. As students hear adults try to use the Talking with TJ skills, they realize that it is normal to have negative feelings, adults do not always have the perfect solution right at their fingertips, and that adults turn to problem solving when then have difficult situations or choices. The leader needs to find ways of modeling aspects of the program.  When introducing a skill, leaders can discuss when they used the particular skill in their own lives.  Or when a school-related decision is confronting leaders, they can use FIG TESPN to help them arrive at a plan. 

Prompting and Cueing Skills Learned Previously
     
After skills have been taught, it is necessary to promote generalization.  One way to get students to use skills more independently and spontaneously is to remind them.  In order to do this, it is helpful to use a prompt or simple way of indicating to the student that now would be a good time to use the skills they learned previously.  Especially in Grades 2-5, TJ skills are labeled as Teamwork Tips and Trouble Stoppers and are posted in the classroom.  Other skills are given specific names and labels, such as "Keep Calm" or "Be your BEST" that serve as cues to use a set of skills.  For example, "Keep Calm" is a relaxation exercise that can be used when students need to settle down from an overstimulating experience or when they are anxious.   

    
By using a simple prompt, the leader does not have to stop the action and review the whole set of skills involved.  In addition, others in the students' environment (such as teachers in specials classes, school support personnel, parents) can be taught the prompt and when to use it without needing full training in how to facilitate social skills; the more pervasive the prompting of skills, the better the generalization will be.  In schools, lunch aides can be taught to encourage students to use "Keep Calm” rather than yelling at them to sit down and shut up.  This can be a more positive and effective intervention.

Review, Repetition, Reminders, Reinforcement, and Reflection: Pedagogy for Generalization of Skills

     
Generalization of skills comes from deep learning and guided practice.  To accomplish this, SDM/SPS activities almost always begin with a review of prior activities, for the students who were present, those who were absent, and those who were present but not fully attentive.  Skills are not presented once with the assumption they are learned. The pedagogy of SDM/SPS/Talking with TJ, including Grades K-1, involves repeated presentation of skills, but with numerous different examples.  Through this repetition, students get the feel of how to flexibly apply the skill in many circumstances.  For generalization of skills, students need as much experience as possible applying skills to a range of situations.  If they do not get high quality, continuous instruction in TJ in the elementary years, they lose vital skill-building opportunities that it is very, very hard to recover.


Part of generalization is to remember that Plainfield students have a lot on their minds.  If adults want them to learn and use skills, they have to be willing to remind students to use the skills.  SDM/SPS pedagogy assumes that students are amnesiacs.  This is not true, of course, but if educators and counselors operate on the assumption that students will NOT remember and use what they learn in SDM/SPS activities, it should lead to professionals’ stopping and thinking about how to help students remember to use the skills.  Some examples of reminders include:

a) anticipate a situation that will take place and remind students in advance that it will help them to use the skill (for example, to use Keep Calm before a class presentation); 

b)  place posters, signs, and other tangible and visible reminders of SDM/SPS skills in classrooms, guidance offices, group rooms, the main office, on bulletin boards; 

c) use some sharing circles as testimonials, during which time students can share examples of times they have used SDM/SPS skills, or could have used them to good advantage if they would have remembered to do so; and 

d) develop verbal and nonverbal prompts to remind students to use various skills.

  
Reinforcement, or positive recognition, basically reflects social learning theory: when people receive benefit for doing something, they are likely to repeat it.  This is not to say that a point system or intricate reward procedure is necessary, though it can be helpful, especially for students with behavior difficulties.  Reinforcement means that adults in the school should not say that it is “expected” when students use their SDM/SPS/TJ skills and therefore no special acknowledgement is needed.  Students are especially attuned to appreciation, both from adults and from peers.  A number of schools have instituted positive recognition systems, where students who see their peers using certain skills can let others know by filling out a card, giving a student something, telling an adult, etc.  When peers show appreciation to one another for using SDM/SPS skills, it can create momentum that can significantly affect the climate of the school.  

    
Reflection is built into many SDM/SPS/TJ activities, in the form of sharing and self-disclosing during sharing circles and other aspects of group discussions. Reflection is also fostered by sheets that students occasionally complete as a way of getting them to reflect on the nature of their SDM/SPS experiences and the meaning of these experiences in their everyday lives.  Much of SDM/SPS is reflective, in that students are encouraged to think about what they are doing and learn from what happened, for next time. Opportunities for reflection, via discussion, journaling, or other means, build a habit of thoughtfulness in students that will stand them in good stead in many social and academic situations.

     
For those who want a more advanced look at the pedagogy of SDM/SPS, it can be instructive to look at exactly what it takes to develop a generalizable skill.  There is a lot more to it than is generally acknowledged. 


Steps in the Development of a Skill

     
Teaching skills can be broken down into a process of discrete steps.  This process can be used regardless of the skill involved, across a range of populations, and is not dependent on a specific content.  It can guide the structure of social decision making activities.   The steps are presented in Table 2-2. .  

     
Begin with a discussion of the rationale for the skill.  Students need to know why they are being asked or expected to do something, what the purpose is, and how it fits into and is meaningful for their lives.  The more obvious the connection between "real life" and the skill being taught, the more likely it is that the skill will be learned and used.    

     
Knowing what the individuals have tried before in similar situations is diagnostic and sets the stage for new learning.   This helps identify skills already mastered or areas of skill deficit. If the situation has been handled successfully, the skill used can be reinforced and generalized to other situations.   If the outcome was unsatisfactory, motivation takes the form of recognizing the need for a new way of approaching the situation.  

     
Dividing any complex instruction into component parts is sound teaching practice.  Although common, social skills are often uncommonly complex.  For example,  "engaging in conversation" sounds simple enough but it can be broken down into the following component parts:

1.  deciding whom to talk to

2.  thinking of something to say or a topic to talk about

3.  approaching them in a non-threatening manner and at an appropriate time

4.  staying at a comfortable distance and making appropriate eye contact

5.  listening actively

6.  taking turns and timing your comments

7.  keeping the conversation going

8.  asking relevant questions

9.  assessing the other person's interest in what you are saying 

10. modifying your statements relative to the other person’s responses

11. ending the conversation

12. assessing whether you want to talk to that person again

13. planning future contact.

     
Each of these subskills can be further analyzed.  For example, ending a conversation may involve:

a. being aware of time constraints

b. bringing closure to the conversation

c. being sensitive to the other person's perception of how you end the conversation

d. terminating eye contact

e. moving away from the other person

     
Too often, skill levels are assumed.  A rule of thumb for working with students is to start from where they are and then progress them to where you want them to be in small, success-based steps.  Therefore, it is necessary to break down social skills into these discrete steps and teach them in order to avoid further social failure and rejection.  This can also help avoid resistance.  If students decide to "talk to them” as a solution to a problem but do not know how to do this, they will fail to reach their goals and will then be more resistant to trying something else in the future.  

     
Asking the group to identify opportunities when the skill would be useful promotes generalization.  (This was mentioned earlier as “Testimonials.”) Again, things need to be presented in a concrete manner.  Students will not necessarily realize that, for example, a self-calming technique can be used in a baseball game, before a test, when trying to join a group, and to help resist provocations by others.  Also, having students say when they are planning to use a skill (or might have used it, in retrospect) creates a positive social climate for using the skill.  No student wants to be "the only one doing it."  When students give public statements about when they are going to use a skill, it helps remove inhibition in others.

     
As discussed previously, modeling is an important way to teach any skill.  Students of any grade, and especially those with learning disabilities, benefit from tangible examples of seeing a skill put into action.  Modeling can be combined with posing hypothetical situations.  When practicing, give students feedback and guide them through a refinement of the skill.  One fun way of modeling and using guided practice is to use a role-play game.  If the students are working on a skill such as "anger expression" (our way of making the point that one does not learn to "control" anger as much as to express it appropriately), one can arrange to have situations that make the students angry written on slips of paper and put into a hat or bowl. Humorous situations can be included, as well.  Students take turns pulling a paper from the hat, reading the situation, and assigning roles to others; then, it is enacted.  Those who do not have parts give feedback to the "angry" person and the role-play is repeated if necessary until the person handles it acceptably well.  From activities such as this, students see models of how to handle anger-inducing situations in different, non-violent ways.  These kinds of role-plays can be used throughout the school day, as skill-building opportunities emerge.  When teachers use role-play at “teachable moments”—especially instead of scolding students—all students learn better ways to handle the situation involved.

     
The purpose of social decision making/social problem solving is for students to use the skills outside the group.  This must be planned for, rather than assumed.  Have others (parents, lunch aides) involved in prompting use of the skills.  Give specific homework to use a skill.  Worksheets or assignment/agenda books can be used to have parents check off whether they saw their child practicing the skill outside school. 


Once skills have been artificially broken down into component parts, it is necessary to put them back together into the complex array of skills called "living in the real world."  When teaching and practicing skills, they can be taught individually as discrete elements but they then have to be used all together.  Think of basketball. You can teach the rules of basketball, dribbling, hook shots, jump shots, passing, and other facets of the game, but you will not know how to play until you know how they all are put together, and used in the context of an actual game.  Therefore, when encouraging use of skills outside the session, make sure to relate them to other skills that might be needed.  The activities in this book place great emphasis on helping students put their skills together.

     
Beginning meetings with a review and testimonial will reinforce all of the above components of skill- building and also encourage students to self-evaluate.  Repetition of all of the facets of skill building are essential for ultimate success; review procedures also are diagnostic, to determine what additional skills or subskills need to be worked on in future sessions.  These recommendations are not repeated throughout the curricula, but are provided here as pedagogical tools for group leaders to use as needed, depending on the group of students and their responsiveness to the particular activities being used. 
Encourage Students to be Thoughtful Decision Makers and Problem Solvers


The entire approach is built on promoting generalization and application, and for this, confidence building is essential. Foremost, teachers, counselors, other implementers, and parents are encouraged to communicate with students in a manner that stimulates students’ own thinking. Through the use of open-ended questions and dialoguing that facilitates students’ higher-order thinking skills (‘What are all the ways that you can think of to handle that problem with Lee?”), adults keep the chan​nels of communication open.  They let students know that they can solve their own problems and that their ideas are worthwhile. Moreover, they see adults around them listening to them and caring about and respecting what they say. This helps students feel a sense of empower​ment.  In addition, they are learning skills they can use every day. They are prompted, coached, and guided to practice using the skills, and given feedback aimed toward helping them increase their effectiveness. Success is an important source of confidence, but so is giving students praise for effort and progress and giving students the expectation that they are on a pathway to success. This is an important message for self-doubting students who may be prone to see even a 90 percent full glass as 10 percent empty.


Because SDM/SPS/TJ is grounded in the social world of students—even when the applications are to academic areas—students who otherwise seem disaffected, unengaged, or at high risk do not feel ex​cluded. Many teachers find that social decision making activities lead to increases in students’ involvement in cooperative learning activities.  Thus, it is more than the content of social decision making that is important in skill building. The instruc​tional principles built into every activity that follows from the social decision-making tradition are designed to enhance a range of social and life skills and build self-confidence by helping students feel that they are valued members of something that is worthwhile. Whether it is being used in a class​room, group, club, advisory, counseling or clinical context or in after school programs, the SDM/SPS ap​proach helps students (and adults) feel like part of a co​operative problem-solving and decision-making team.

Table 1 

Alignment of Social Decision Making/Social Problem Solving/Talking with TJ and the Plainfield Components of Professional Practice

Domain 1:  Planning and Preparation

Components: 
1a: Demonstrating Knowledge of Content and Pedagogy




1b: Demonstrating Knowledge of Students




1e:  Designing Coherent Instruction

Domain 2:  The Classroom Environment

Components:
2a:  Creating an Environment of Respect and Rapport




2b:  Creating a Culture for Learning




2c:  Managing Classroom Behaviors




2d:  Managing Student Behavior

Domain 3:  Instruction

Components:
3b:  Using Questioning and Discussion Techniques




3c:  Engaging Students in Learning





3d:  Providing Feedback to Students




3e:  Demonstrating Flexibility and Responsiveness

Domain 4:  Professional Responsibilities

Components:
4a:  Reflecting on Teaching




4c:  Communicating with Parents




4f:  Showing Professionalism

Table 2

Steps in the Teaching of a Skill
- Determine the strengths and needs of the group (or individual) being addressed

- Select a skill focus

- Prepare the group by describing situations in which the skill can be used, explain the skill, and elicit a rationale from the group for the importance of the skill; a rationale must be provided before instruction can begin

- Ask how the group has handled these situations before, what have they used or tried to help them cope 

- Break the skill down into its component parts 

- Teach a prompt or name for the skill to use when cueing the practice of the skill

- Ask the group to identify opportunities when the skill would be useful to them

- Teach the component parts through modeling 

- Provide hypothetical situations (via stories, videos, role-play vignettes) for guided practice and rehearsal with feedback

- Encourage use of the skill inside and outside of the session and integrate with other skills when possible; assign homework

- Begin subsequent meetings with reviews and testimonials to monitor progress, reinforce skills, and determine next area of focus (i.e., cycle back to beginning of process)
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Appendix A
Overview of the Talking with TJ/

Social-Emotional Learning Approach

Children in special needs districts will never achieve academic success if they do not simultaneously learn the skills of social and emotional living.  There are compelling data that life success is predicted 20% by IQ and 80% by EQ-- the skills of Emotional Intelligence and Social-Emotional Learning (SEL).   Yet, we do not spend systematic time developing these skills in children.  


The Social-Emotional Learning/Talking with TJ approach is designed to promote children’s social and emotional learning (SEL) skills.   The essence of the viewpoint is that both children and adults are social and emotional beings by nature, and that any system of education and socialization that does not take this primary characteristic into consideration will not be effective in producing healthy citizens. High test scores, maybe. But productive community members, contributors to workplaces and families, thinking members of a democratic system where interpersonal give-and-take are essential?  Not likely.  


SEL skills include what is commonly viewed as prosocial skills such as helping behaviors, effectively dealing with one’s own feelings and those of others, empathy, positive motivation and goal oriented behavior, teamwork, and self-discipline.  More specifically, skills essential for social and emotional learning include these:  

 •the ability to communicate effectively;  

 •social skills that allow for true participation and cooperative work in groups;  

 •emotional self-control and appropriate expression of emotions;  

 •empathy and perspective taking; 

 •the ability to plan, set goals, focus concentration and energies, and follow through;  

 •problem-solving skills and the ability to resolve conflicts thoughtfully and nonviolently; and 

•the skills and dispositions needed to bring a reflective, learning-to-learn approach to all domains of daily life.  


SEL skills have emerged in recent research as a crucial aspect of individual development.  Further, what we know about the very nature of the brain and of learning suggests that it is through our SEL skills that we are able to maintain our attention and focus in school, have our present learning build on past knowledge, and, most importantly, put what we learn to use in our everyday lives.  Can there be any true academic or social success without these skills?  We do not see how.  Nor can we see how educators can say that these skills are not basic and essential to learning and the academic mission of schools.  




Advances in SEL theory and brain research reveal, additionally, the link between literacy and SEL.  Children need functional reading skills, skills they can apply in everyday contexts.  The vast majority of reading material is interpersonal, dealing with relationships in time and place, people confronting problems, looking to find pathways.  To understand written material requires social and emotional learning skills.  Without these skills, children are reading words and phrases with too little meaning and life salience.  Hence, we have come to realize that there is in inextricable linkage between academic achievement, literacy and social and emotional skills.  

What is “Talking with TJ”? 


The TJ series emphasizes the importance of cooperation and teamwork by focusing on skills in three areas: (1) making group plans; (2) appreciating differences and including people of diverse backgrounds in group activities as opportunities for learning; and (3) playing as a cooperative team in competitive situations.  Each skill area is addressed in a video consisting of two sessions designed with a TVDRP (video/story-discussion-activities) format (“What’s the Plan?”, “All Together Now!”, and “Team Spirit”).  The videos involve a group of children solving a problem with the guidance of engaging characters that model and facilitate the use of self-control, group participation, and social decision making and problem solving techniques.  Skills are reinforced through “power phrases” that are part of the discussion that surrounds each of the videos.  “Talk Time” is included midway through the video, and a discussion portion afterwards allows kids to relate the video to things that have happened in their own lives.  There is a completely parallel video series focused on Conflict Resolution for use with upper elementary students.


There is a 6-unit curriculum in Grades K-1, and then in Grades 2-5 there is a curriculum of approximately 20 lessons that introduce key skills in a developmental sequence, followed by a set of Supplemental lessons to allow TJ instruction to take place throughout the school year.  The Supplemental Lessons in Grade 5 are devoted mainly to the Laws of Life Essay Contest.  The Supplemental Lessons in Grade 4 include a Local Heroes module, in which students identify and learn about special people in the Plainfield community and think about the Laws by which these people lived their lives.  

Evidence for Effectiveness


The basis of the work is the Social Decision Making and Social Problem Solving Program, designated as a Promising Program by the U. S. Dept. of Education Expert Panel on Safe, Disciplined, Drug-Free Schools, approved by the New Jersey Center for Character Education and the national Character Education Partnership as a model Character Education program, by the National Education Goals Panel as a model for meeting the goal concerning safe, nonviolent, drug-free schools, and by the National Mental Health Association as a model prevention program.  The National Association of School Psychologists and the Violence Institute of New Jersey also list it as a nationally recognized and empirically supported program for violence prevention.
