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Teaching Social Competence

Introduction

School is primarily a social environment,

and much of what students learn to do to be
successful takes place in the form of social
interactions. These social interactions occur
not just on the playground and in school
hallways and the cafeteria; they are the
foundation of classroom instruction and are
manifest in methods and activities teachers
use to instruct essential academic skills.

Teaching social competence is critically
important to educational programming,
because it fosters student achievement,
increases involvement, builds status and
peer group acceptance, encourages self-
esteem, and enhances other qualities vital
to school success.

Despite their importance, social skills are
rarely taught systematically, so students must acquire them by
trial and error or through incidental learning. But many students
find it difficult to learn social skills through such indirect
means. We wrote Teaching Social Competence to give you a
straightforward and practical approach for teaching this crucial
skill. Use the methods and strategies described in this book to
address a wide array of individual and group problems in social
behavior: for students who need to become more outgoing
and assertive, students who show chronic and longstanding
aggressive or defiant behavior, and even those who merely act
silly
and immature.

We begin Teaching Social Competence by presenting the concept of
socialskillsasanunwrittenandimplicitcurriculumofsocialdemands,
comparable to conventional curricula which presents academic
demands in reading, math and other subject areas. In Chapter One
we show how to use observational techniques to identify social
demands in your classroom and in other settings where students
interact.Insubsequentchapters, weshowhowtousethesedemands
forsocial behavior toimplement the other elements ofinstructional
planning: setting priorities for instruction (Chapter Two); assessing
behaviorand settingteachingobjectives (Chapter Three); preparing
teachingmethodsandactivities (ChapterFour); planninglessonsand
interventions (Chapter Five); monitoring student progress (Chapter



Six); follow-up on instruction (Chapter Seven);

and choosing long-term goals and short-term objectives (Chapter
Eight). With each chapter, we present worksheets

and case examples for your convenience in guiding

instructional activities.

- R N
Paul Rodes, M.A. and Dennis Knapczyk, Ph.D.




Teaching Social Competence

Social skills are central
to everything students
do in school, from
playing tag during
recess to learning
algebra in math class.
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(Chinking about social skills and observing social
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Chapter One

Thinking about social
skills and observing
social behavior

The nature of social skills

Everyteacherrealizes social skills areimportantin school. When the
topic of social skills comes up, teachers think of students like Alfred,
who tattles on his friends, Maria, who

actsshyanddoesn’ttalkwith classmates, or Granville, who teasesand
bulliesotherstudents. Teachersseethe problembehaviorofstudents
likethese preventingthem from forming close bondswith their peers
and often affecting their entire school performance.

Butwhile teachers are readily aware of social problems among their
students,lessoftendotheyconsiderthereal value ofsocial skills—the
proficient, capable behaviors most students use to be successful
in their schoolinteractions. Every day, students hold conversations,
plan activities, ask questions, listen to instruction, collaborate on
assignments, and engageinahostofothersocialbehaviorsthatallow
them to connect to classmates and teachers and make the most of
learning opportunities. Butbecause most of these skillsare acquired
more or less incidentally, rather than through deliberate curricular
instruction, we often fail to recognize how remarkable and complex
theyare.Thischaptergivesanoverviewofsomeimportantfeaturesof
social skills, and offers aformat for observingand thinkingabout the
social behavior that takes place in school settings.

Social skills are an integral part of all school
settings

Social skills go beyond the things students do on the playground, in
theschool cafeteriaand hallways and before and after class. Theyare
central to everything students do in school, from playing tag during
recess to learning algebra in math class. Consider, for example, the
ways students learn to read.

o>



Teaching Social Competence

Most social demands
are implicit, regulated
more by conventional
practices than by
stated rules.

Social skills are usually
learned informally
through everyday
experiences.

In reality, social skills
can be enormously
complex.

They recite words to their teacher, take turns reading passages
insmall groups or practice going over sentences with their neighbor.
They ask their teacher how to pronounce a certain word or what it
means. Theywhisper to their neighbor to find out where the placeis,
or exchange smiles about something

thathappenedinthestory. Alloftheseactsinvolve socialinteractions
of one kind or another, and all are important for learning how to
read proficiently. Whilelearning math, students practice exercises or
assignmentsinsmallgroups, discussword problemsordoboardwork
as a large group. All of these lessons require them to interact with
one another and their teacher in order to learn the material being
presented. Thus students use social skills not just to socialize with
friends and play games,

but to participate in instructional lessons, do assignments,

and perform all the activities required for learning

academic subjects.

Social demands aze usually implicit

Although social skills are a crucial element of school performance,
it'simportant to recognize that they are rarely defined or explained
tostudentslike otherskill-based demands.When students complete
anassignmentor projectforclass, theyare given explicitinstructions
abouttheamountofworktobedone, theformatforsubmittingit, the
timelimitsinvolved and thestandardforjudgingthefinalproduct.But
thesameisseldomtrueforsocialdemands.Teachersmaypostexplicit
classroomrules that cover a few key elements of social behavior, but
most social demands are implicit, regulated more by conventional
practicesthanbystatedrules.Consider,forexample,thewaysstudents
greetoneanotherwhen theyenter the classroom, the topics they talk
about before class begins, the bodylanguage and tone of voice they
usewhentheyaskforhelp, theways theylooktoneighborstoconfirm
their progress or how they plan what to do when class is finished.
Theseactionsmarkastudentasskilled orunskilledinsocialbehavior,
but the rules that define how to accomplish them are unstated and
aresimplyunderstoodbymoststudents. Studentswhohavedifficulty
recognizing these unwritten rules are likely to struggle with social
skills.

Social skills are leawned incidentally

Because of their subtle and implicit nature, social skills are usually
learned informally through everyday experiences. Students don’t
have opportunities to acquire these skills in the same methodical
way they learn reading or math. Instead, they imitate what they see
friendsorolderstudentsdoing, orrepeatbehaviorsthathaveelicited
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a favorable response in the past. To regulate this learning process,
students must rely on subtle cues such as facial expressions or tone
ofvoicetojudge the appropriateness of theirbehavior. They mustbe
able to follow the link between responses of others (such as anger,
laughter orwithdrawal) and thebehavior patterns that caused them.
Students who are not proficient at this demandinglearning process
find themselves falling behind their peers.

Social skills are complex

Teachersthinkofsocialdemandsinsimpleorclear-cutterms:showing
respect for others, using positive language, getting along with peers.
But in reality social skills are enormously complex. Consider, for
example, the demands that must be met by Maria in order to join
in an ordinary conversation with classmates. She must be aware of
the group she is joining, and the relative status of its members. She
must be able to greet her friends with the appropriate phrasing and
attitude. She must be able to identify suitable and popular topics for
discussion and formulate relevant comments. She must know how to
spotan opening before speaking and the proper bodylanguage and
wordstousetomakesurehercommentsarewellreceived. Finally,she
must be able to read the reactions of peers and modify her behavior
based onevenverysubtleresponses. Thus, whatseemstobeasimple
socialbehavior—talkingwithfriends—isacomplexpatternoflearned
skills. Studentswho havelittle history of successinsocial behavior, or
who havedifficultylearningindependently and informally, are often
atrisk of fallingbehind peersin the social arena and find themselves
isolated and out of step.

Social demands aze set by peers as well as
adults

Teachers think of social behavior in terms of their own demands:

students should sit quietly, pay attention in class, raise their hand
before asking questions, etc. But, in reality, competent behavior is
more involved than this, because it responds to an important range
of peer-set demands. When students exchange glances or whispers
withneighbors, talkabout currentsubjects before class, orjostleand
tease while lining up, they are meeting crucial demands that help
to strengthen their relationships with peers and give them greater
involvement and ownership in school. By the same token, students
who speak too loudly or too often in class, who isolate themselves
whileothersareconversing, orwhopushandshoveaggressivelywhile
lining up are likely to be shunned or teased by classmates, and they
carry these problems over into the academic realm.

behavior

Students use social
skills to socialize
with friends and
play games, to
participate in
instructional lessons,
do assignments,
and perform all the
activities required
for learning
academic subjects.




Teaching Social Competence

Spend about fifteen
minutes observing
students in a general
education setting.

Focus on behaviors
that seem common
or average, rather
than looking for
misbehaviors.
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Oégefzving social behavior in school
settings

Because social skills are more involved than the rules and guidelines
teachers setforsocial behavior, a good place to begin is by observing
the behavior of average students. Teachers are trained to watch
studentbehavior with an evaluative eye, and they naturally focus on
whetherstudentsaremeetingschool expectations. But,byactingasa
neutral observer,andwatchingobjectivelythewaysstudentsinteract
in school settings, you will learn a lot about their behavior that you
didn’t notice before.

An exercise we recommend is to spend about fifteen minutes
observing students in a general education setting. These could be
students you teach or others at a similar grade level. Pick a routine
activity,andrecord whatyouseethemdoing. Focusonbehaviors that
seemcommonoraverage,ratherthanlookingformisbehaviors.Notice
the ways students interact with adults in the settings, as well as the
ways theyinteract with peers. Is there alot of non-verbal interaction
going on?Who do the students look at during the activity? Can you
seeanybehaviors thathelp the studentsbond to one another or their
instructors? Canyousee anybehaviors thathelp themfeellike part of
the group and engaged in its activities?

Thischapterincludesaworksheettotearoutorphotocopyandrecord
such an observation. Your notes can be informal and don’t need to
be exhaustive or complete. The idea is to gain a perspective about
the range of social behavior and social demands that characterize
any school setting. Teachers who use this form typically report that
they didn’t realize how much social behavior was occurring in their
classrooms until they took an objective lookin this way. At the end of
the chapter we provide an example of what a completed worksheet
looks like, and suggestions for using it in your settings.

The social skills curriculum

Close observation of studentbehaviorreveals awhole realm of social
skills and demands that students respond to every day in school. In
fact, we find it useful to think of social skills as comprising a broad,
unwrittencurriculumthatstudentslearninschool,comparabletothe
writtencurriculayouuseinreading, mathandothersubjectareas.Like
aformalcurriculum, thesocialskillscurriculumdescribesabilitiesand
skills that students must have to be successful in their interactions
with teachers and peers—and by extension, to be successful

in school.

Although unwritten, the social skills curriculum can be surprisingly
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exacting. Seventh-grade students must speak, play, and act in ways
that are markedly different from fifth-graders. Students who are
unable or unwilling to meet these requirements find themselves
fallingbehind in class and getting in trouble with teachers. And they
often have difficulty making friends, conversing with peer groups
and building status among classmates. By observing student social
behavior more closely you become familiar with the components
of this curriculum, and put yourself in a position to recognize and
respond when a student is struggling. And you will learn to develop
lessonsto helpwhole groupsofstudentsincrease their proficiencyin
key curricular areas.

C wrticuluon and average behavior

One of the key functions of any curriculum is to define a level of
learning or performance that marks the difference between passing
andfailing. Inmathorsocialstudies, thecurriculumhelpsyouidentify
average or “C-level” work as a standard for measuring whether
students are performing competently or not. Butin the area of social
skills, werarelyhave theadvantage ofthis perspective. Teachers think
notin termsofaverage performance, butof therules or expectations
they would like students to meet—being respectful of others, giving
positive encouragement, waiting until called upon before speaking,
etc. Inreality, such expectations denote C-level not A-level behavior.
Most students accomplish these things some of the time, but their
average level of performanceis usually far below what their teachers
mightwish. Furthermore, studentscanmeetnormal classroomrules
and still lack competence in key areas of

peer interaction.

This is why it’s helpful to think of the social skills curriculum not in
terms of what teachers mightlike, but rather in terms of the average
behavior of students in general education settings. Such behavior
does not represent an ideal, but a level of minimal competence,
indicating passing or C-level behavior. This is why we recommend
looking at the behavior of average students in your school settings:
such behavior provides a realistic basis for understanding the real
social skills curriculum as it applies to your students. Developing a
familiarity with C-level behavior gives you a yardstick for spotting
deficits before they become problems, and suggests areas in which
to focus your instruction, the same yardstick any other curriculum
provides.

Teaching the social skills curriculum

We do not recommend any formalized process for exploring or

behavior

We find it useful to
think of social skills
as comprising a broad,
unwritten curriculum
that students learn

in school.

Although unwritten,
the social skills
curriculum can be
surprisingly exacting.
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Teaching Social Competence

Think of the social
skills curriculum not in
terms of what teachers
might like, but rather
in terms of the average
behavior of students.

One elementary
teacher told us,

“Now at the beginning
of the school year it
only takes me a day

or two to notice even
subtle problems,

and I can start
planning interventions
right away.”

definingthesocialskillscurriculum.Instead, weadvocateaninformal
approach tounderstanding the average social behavior displayed by
students in general education settings. The observation worksheet
at the end of this chapter gives you a head start in such an effort.
Knowledgeofwhatwecallthe“socialskillscurriculum”isusefulintwo
ways:

First,itgivesyouaperspectiveforspottingproblemsinsocialbehavior
before they become deep-set. Once you have trained yourself to
recognize C-level behavior, it’s easier to spot behavior that falls
below average. This is not because such behavior fails to meet your
expectations, but because it makes students stand out from their
peers. After practicing the kinds of observations we recommend a
fewtimes, teacherslookat their classrooms in a whole newway. One
elementary teacher said, “Now, at the beginning of the school year it
only takes me a day or two to notice even subtle problems, and I can
start planning interventions right away before problem behavior
becomes established.”

Second, a general knowledge of the social skills curriculum forms a
basis for planning group lessons, much as you use a math orreading
curriculum. As you identify the social demands that apply in your
settings, worktomakethemmoreexplicitforstudentsandteachthem
howtorespondmoreeffectively. Examplesofapproachesteachersuse
for the social skills curriculum include:

*Givingstudents practiceinhowto ask questionswhen theyneed
help

* Having a class discussion about age-appropriate topics of
conversation

* Posting a set of guidelines for working with a neighbor or
participating in a class discussion

* Having the class produce skits showing good and bad ways to
interact in the cafeteria

* Teaching a four-step technique for resolving disagreements

Special education and
the social skills curriculum

Special education teachers should note that in this chapter we

recommendobservingstudentbehavioringeneraleducationsettings.
Althoughanincreasingnumberofspecialeducationprofessionalsare
alreadyworkingininclusivesettings, manyarestilllimited to contact
with students in self-contained classrooms or resource rooms. But
eveninsuchcases,it'simportanttobecomefamiliarwith theaverage
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behavior that prevails in general education settings for the grade
levels you work with, rather than the behavior you see in the special
education setting. In this way, the behavior you observe stands as a ]
referentormeasuringpointforminimum,age-appropriatesocialskills observing student
inyourschool.You canthenuse thisto setadjusted goals for students behavior in general
in your own classes, the way you would use the general math or
science curriculum to guide goals you set for studentsin these areas.

We recommend

education settings.

The advantage of this approach is that it counteracts the artificial
isolating effect created in special education. In such settings it’s
often hard for the teacher, much less the students, to keep a clear
idea of what constitutes average social behavior in the general
population of students. Under these circumstances students
behave very differently than they do among their peers at large,
and without clear referents, special education teachers often

fail to recognize this key shift in social demands. By observing
social behavior of students in general education settings, you
counteract this effect by planning instruction
and setting goals that move special education
students toward behavior more in line with that IR WY

displayed by their peers. Wﬂﬁﬂnn '\.\T\'ﬁ
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If you do not seem like
you’re paying attention to
students, they will ignore you
and you can begin observing
them discreetly.




Teaching Social Competence

Videotaping is helpful
because you can
pause the tape to

take notes and view it
repeatedly to pick up
new subtle behaviors
each time.

Suggestions for using Worksheet 1

Thisworksheetis designed to guide you through ashortobservation
of average social behavior in general education settings. Feel free to
adaptoraugmenttheworksheetanywayyouwish.Somesuggestions
for conducting a useful

observation include:

Keep the observation short. Try observing no more than 10- or 15-
minuteactivities. Longerobservationsdiminishyourabilitytoattend
to the circumstances around you.

Remain unobtrusive while observing. This is important when
observing in a setting where you're not normally present. Arrive
early and take a seatin back or out of the students’ line of vision. Try
pretending to be busy reading or correcting papers when students
comein.Ifyoudonotseemlikeyou're payingattention to them, they
will ignore you and you can begin observing

them discreetly.

Be aware of your own limitations. When observing in your own
classroom, it’s difficult to teach and observe at the same time. If you
do observe while teaching, try to schedule an activity where you're
not actively providing instruction. Pretend to be grading papers or
engaged in other work while students are occupied with a task or
activity.

Consider usingoutsideobserversorvideotapingto gain an objective
viewofyourownsetting.Videotaping canbehelpfulbecause youcan
pause the tape to take notes and view it repeatedly and pick up new
subtle behaviors each time.

Look for actual student behavior; don't just make a restatement of
classroomrules. It’s easy to fall into the trap of filtering what you see
through the prism of what you want students to do. Remember, this
should be a neutral listing of actual behavior, not a restatement of
your posted regulations or routines.

Look for social behavior. Rather than focusing on procedures or
routines of the activity, look for how students interact with one
another and with adults. For example, note such factors as:

* The ways students greet one another

* The ways they maintain social relationships during
class activities

* The ways they support each others’ work

* The ways they share information about classroom tasks
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* The ways they get help when they need it

*Theways theynegotiate differences of opinion and express their
views

Look for behavior that seems average or typical. You should avoid
focusing on extreme behavior, whetherit’s good or bad. Remember,
you're trying to get a picture of the average level of social skills in this
student group.

Watch for student behavior rather than teacher behavior. When
observing other teachers, it’s easy to fixyour attention on what they
are saying or doing. Remember, your objective is to focus on student
interactions.

Don'’t try to do too much. Develop a general notion of the range
of social behavior that takes place during the activity. You need
not be exhaustive in your list, nor develop a full understanding
of the social skills students use in this setting.
Instead, think of it as a new way to look at
student behavior.

behavior

Linda is charting student
social behavior while
another teacher instructs.
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Worksheet 1 Example

Ms. GarciateachesinaspecialeducationresourceroomatTecumseh
Middle School. She rarely sees her students outside this setting, and
though she is used to the ways they behave during small-group and
one-on-onework,shedoesn’'thaveafeel forhowtheirsocialbehavior
fits in with that of their peers at large. She has talked with Mrs.
Jameson, who has two ofherstudentsin 7th grade social studies, and
haslooked over the posted classroom rules and performance charts.
But she realizes she would know a lot more if she simply spent time
watching student behaviors while class was going on.

Mrs. Jameson agreed that this might be an interesting idea, so Ms.
Garciaarrived justbefore class on aTuesday and satin aback corner.
She worked on a stack of papers as students filed in so they wouldn’t
pay too much attention. She had decided in advance to do her
observationduringthehomeworkreview portion ofthe class, sinceit
seemedsimilartosomeoftheactivitiesshedoesinherresourceroom
groups.

Duringthe observation, Ms. Garciatook quicknotesonablankpiece
ofscrap paper. She paid particular attention tobehavior thatseemed
common or average to get a sense of typical classroom behavior.
When she was finished she rewrote observations on Worksheet 1.
This allowed her to refer back to them later and share them with
others. She took the worksheet to Mrs. Jameson and they went over
it together. Mrs. Jameson said the behaviors sounded familiar, but
she hadn’trealized how much of this behavior was going on during a
structuredactivitylikehomeworkreview. “Ifyouwouldhaveaskedme
before what the kids did during this activity,” she said, “Iwould have
said theylistened to me and raised their hands to answer questions.”
Thetwoteachersagreed that Ms. Garcia’slistgave themalot toreflect
on when thinking about students’ social skills.



(Chinking about social skills and observing social

behavior

Waorksheet | Odserving soalal fehaviot

HName

Grade lewel) sudant group cbserwed __ M bs Sloneson's 780

S5 CRabia Date __Mybuonks £

B pomnil 5 idie 5 s

Tk o aekintiby ob

L]

Spemilie AU nk bk a5 O Sbaetrvied (B0l OO 300k iR b iR L)

Aot of the siretents bemboowd soa sl the beacdhes asks thon o peoct
Sl s tradonte conar s bronaocih dab e s L thnoshks s,

s bt bt i Tl A B 5 g oo ol e Bl o
3] fiou stucdonte ok Galking, foas ot gt dowm gocickliy
LMot ages abe onth bl as S sl abot B assiovhene,
Chne stacdont baires Ped Pune to ask a guestion

sz the teadhey beads eadh guoention, ol sipetents baire B Funds to poloohterd Ahgats,
o] o stacdente b £ B Punds o sy 3 e Rt e s Bl geomiLy oo B calied o

St s fodents mabe fases of gorioes b anAa s Al gicem findlsAling Agioont,
iFdgr oo e, Toddl e, e, ),

Sy foctmie ask fobdore g Grcsiions REBTRE Mg BEC Punds 56 s, i
fitstome?" ] (e teactied sonms not o wind, and ceraalifaraes thon,

Ao Firlonts gharees B amentade Beredt e pith he g0 AfB) cadh anaea, Soons el Shox
wmhuﬁﬁﬂs.

S tudonti feses cn B Bttt o calledon

e gib i doernt Fonoes the naaaes looks Blaonbiceliyio e e gifons,

Iy Sradents o e Ansacs rilontiuo s beok o oecaaginaliif A sinelont O argling,
Tl the it askr fob e hoengamik o b e in, the sinalonts Sonim gl ing anitatealiy as
tay s s Ot o

St dipoers the ocieetnd ghade, and ocies e R Hhers o dicdiriohient, ;ﬂmphk
£x e il GrESions HELEeE NG,

w5 the brachcs frathe ibitihg Cod B et AsFimen ot o B foakd, e risclonts g doeih, cnd
Bk motes,

Aot of the sirolonts ¢ oanand soeh il il AR RE B Lowth of the drsiznenont,
] fian st dente Byt Sl i h g oottt el o rnte bithe,
S tdenti talk i thnosdols Al BE et Az S ghntht dr thay Bt feoks Ay

stk

G,

it the

4

Keep a focus on average or
typicalbehavior.Thisiswhat

7 indicates competent or
sufficientresponsestosocial
demands.

Look for non-verbal
interactions as well as
verbal ones. These can be

Y to-peer relationships.

Look for ways students
respond to one another
in academic situations, in
addition to the ways they
respond to the teacher.

Keep your eye out for
transitionalmomentsduring
which students break into

N~ shortinteractions.Teachers
often fail to consider the
importantopportunitysuch
transition points provide
for students to build social
rapport.
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Worksheet 1 Oéserving social behavior

Name MNe gnfmia Date November 5

Grade level/student group observed MNzs. ;ngeggn’g Zth grade social studies class

Task or activity observed

Specific student behaviors observed (focus on social behavior)

/MNost of the students respond quickly when the teacher asks them to get out
theit homework.

Several students compare homework papers with neighbors.

A lot of whispering and chatter is going on until the teacher asks fot guiet.
A few students keep talking, but most quiet down quickly.

/MNost eyes ane on the teacher as she talks about the assignment.

One student raises her hand to ask a question.

As the teachet reads each guestion, several students raise their hands to
volunteer answers.

A few students wave their hands or say ) know” but most wait quietly to be
called on.

/Nost students make faces ot gestures when answers are given (indicating
agreement, disagueement, suxprise, etc.).

/Nany students ask follow-wp questions without raising their hands first
(e.5., “why isn't it the first one?”) The teacher seems not to mind, and usually
answers them.

/Nost students glance to compare results with neighbors aftet each answer.
Some whisper short comments to neighbors.

Students focus on the teacher when called on.
One girl who doesn’t know the answers looks plaintively to her neighbors.

Other students mouth the answer silently ot look on encouragingly if a
student is stuuggling.

COhen the teacher asks for the homework to be handed in, the students begin
talking animatedly as they pass it up.

/MNost discuss their expected grade, and express happiness ot disappointment.
/Nany make excuses for guestions they got wrong.

As the teacher begins writing out the next assignment on the board, the
students guiet down and take notes.




Worksheet 1 Oésetving social behaviot

Name

Date

Grade level/student group observed

Task or activity observed

Specific student behaviors observed (focus on social behavior)

Chapternone
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