Chapter 5:  School Is a Context For Social and Emotional Development
In recent years, there has been considerable concern among educators, policy makers, and the public about the effectiveness of this country’s schools.  In part, this concern has been engendered by comparisons in which the achievement test results of U.S. students have been found to be below those of students from other industrialized countries, most notably Japan (Santrock, 2008).  The concern also has been fueled by the fact that many students leave school without the skills needed to assume the jobs created by our increasingly technological society (Stigler & Stevenson, 1991).  Many critics argue that the problem with our educational system is that the curriculum devotes too many resources to meeting the social and emotional needs of students and not enough to their academic needs (Santrock, 2008).  These critics argue that the solution to our educational woes is to devote full attention to academics, and leave social and emotional development issues to families, churches, and the community (Santrock, 2008).  But can schools really provide effective instruction in basic academic domains, such as science and mathematics, without also attending to the social and emotional needs of students?  Consider the following two scenarios.  Both are based on actual events, although the names of the participants have been changed.

Claire entered kindergarten mid-year.  From the very first day, she had difficulty getting along with her peers.  Nearly all interactions with classmates, ended with Claire bullying them.  She routinely grabbed toys, books, and art materials from classmates, and often refused to return them even when prompted by the teacher.  Claire pushed and hit the other children whenever there was the slightest dispute and even occasionally when the interaction had seemed to be going smoothly.  The teacher, Ms. Burke, often had to stop all instructional activities to deal with Claire’s outbursts.  On several occasions, Ms. Burke had to leave her class in the hands of an aide so that she could take Claire to the principal’s office for a more formal reprimand and a telephone call home.  After a few weeks, it became nearly impossible to include Claire in any of the group reading, art, or science activities that were such a critical part of Ms. Burke’s lesson plans.  Claire’s outbursts nearly always made such group activities a disaster.  Eventually, Ms. Burke assigned Claire projects to work on independently while her classmates worked in groups.  Even in these independent activities, however, Claire would have tantrums that would pull Ms. Burke away from the group activities.

Samuel was a first-grader in Ms. Draper’s combined first- and second-grade classroom.  According to his parents, Samuel had always been a painfully shy and withdrawn child, as evidenced by the fact that he refused to speak at preschool, even after two years there.  Although by all accounts Samuel was an intelligent child, his shyness limited his participation in the academic life of the classroom.  Ms. Draper often had her students work in small groups toward a common goal, such as making and evaluating predictions in a science experiment.  Samuel sat with the group but would participate only minimally (e.g., passing requested materials to another group member).  During group reading time, Samuel would refuse to take his turn reading aloud or would whisper only a few words and then sit down, his face flushed with embarrassment.  Samuel never asked questions of the teacher, even when his facial expression indicated confusion, and attempts by Ms. Draper to resolve Samuel’s confusion were hampered by his inability to respond verbally to her probes.  Samuel also refused to participate in the daily “sharing” activities of the class.  In sharing, children brought things from home that reflected something about their interests, and this served as a chance for the students to talk and get to know each other.  Although Samuel often came to school with something to share in his bag, he never did.  During recess, Samuel simply walked around the playground and observed the other children.  Initiations from other children were met with silence and an embarrassed glance toward the ground.  

In these two scenarios, we see two children who have difficulty relating to peers: Claire is aggressive and disruptive, Samuel is withdrawn and inhibited.  In both cases, the socioemotional problems of the children have a significant impact on their ability to participate in, and thus profit from, the intellectual activities of the classroom.  Moreover, Claire’s disruptive behavior also impedes the academic activities of her classmates because so much of their attention, and the teacher’s, is consumed by Claire’s tantrums and altercations.  In fact, there is considerable evidence from research on human development that supports a link between academic progress and socioemotional problems of the type exemplified in these scenarios (Berndt, 1996; Dacey & Travers, 2009; Santrock, 2008, 2009).  For example, children with low self-esteem, problematic peer relationships, and other socioemotional difficulties, achieve less in writing, reading, and mathematics and have higher drop-out rates than their more socially competent and emotionally healthy peers (Brophy, 1986; Currie, 1988; Linney & Seidman, 1989; Roff, Sells & Golden, 1972).  In addition, it can be argued that applying what one has learned about science, math, and so on to real-life situations, including occupational situations, requires social competence and emotional maturity (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).  Thus, it may be unrealistic to expect that a curriculum that ignores social and emotional factors can lead to the sorts of academic improvements we, as a society, desire.    

In this chapter, we review research on those aspects of social and emotional development that are relevant to the classroom.  The review includes a consideration of the self (i.e., self-understanding, self-esteem, adolescent identity, development of self in minority youths) and the skills involved relating to others (i.e., social cognition, friendship, and respect for diversity).  We also consider some of the stresses that face families today; namely, divorce, working mothers, and poverty.  We also use this review to suggest strategies that teachers may apply in their classrooms to ensure the optimal socioemotional development of their students.  Our aim in this chapter is to answer the question: How can I foster the healthy social and emotional development of my students?
RESEARCH ON SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL DEVELOPMENT
The Self
Who am I?  What do I do well?  What are my weaknesses?  Am I a kind person? How do I feel about myself?  What are my goals?  No doubt, we have all struggled with such questions at various times in our lives.  These are important questions, and the answers we formulate shape our lives in dramatic ways, determining, for example, the career paths we take and whether we feel satisfied or filled with despair.  The students that you teach -- whether preschoolers, high school students, or even college undergraduates -- also will be formulating answers to these questions, and their answers will be based in part on their experiences in your classroom.  It is important, therefore, that, as a future educator, you understand the processes by which students come to answer these questions and how you can help them to arrive at answers that lead to their optimal development.

In thinking about the process of individual development and self-discovery, it is useful to distinguish between various aspects of that process.  Self-understanding refers to the cognitive representation of the self (Dacey & Travers, 2009; Damon & Hart, 1991; Ruble, 1983; Santrock, 2008).  It is the content of our self-description rather than the evaluation of that content.  The statement “I always follow the rules” would be an example of self-understanding.  Self-esteem refers to evaluations of the self (Dacey & Travers, 2009; Damon & Hart, 1991; Harter, 1990; Jolley & Mitchell, 1996; Santrock, 2008; Savin-Williams & Demo, 1983).  Self-esteem captures the idea that after arriving at a cognitive representation of the self, we may feel positively or negatively about what we see. In thinking about self-esteem, it is important to distinguish between global evaluations of the self (e.g., “I hate myself”) and more narrow evaluations focused on a single domain (e.g., “I hate that I always follow the rules -- I wish I could be more rebellious).  These two types of self-evaluation are related; for example, a person who feels positively about him or herself in several key areas is likely to have high global self-esteem.  Identity refers to the culmination of these processes of self-reflection and discovery during adolescence and adulthood (Berndt, 1997).  It is the integration of knowledge and feelings about the self into a coherent picture of the self and of one’s place in society (Marcia, 1980).  We now consider briefly each of these aspects of the self.  We also consider the special challenges faced by youths from ethnic and racial minorities as they deal with issues related to the self.

Self-understanding
Researchers have documented a number of developmental changes in self-understanding over the life span (Damon & Hart, 1991; Harter, 1986; Ruble, 1983).  These changes reflect not only an accumulation of experience but also the application of the child’s increasingly sophisticated cognitive capabilities to the task of defining and representing the self (Berndt, 1996).  The primary way in which the self is defined during various age periods is presented below (Berndt, 1996; Santrock, 2008).  Note, however, that the changes occur gradually rather than in a stage-like fashion and there are wide individual differences in the age at which these modes of self-understanding emerge.

In the preschool and very early school years, children define the self largely in physical or materialistic terms.  When asked to tell about themselves, children in this period are likely to say things such as “I have blonde hair.  I like to run and ride my bike.  I live in a white house.  I have a friend named Jackson.”

In the later elementary school years -- say, from the age of 7 or 8 years and on -- the self is defined in terms of internal characteristics, social affiliations, and social comparison.  An 8-year-old, for example, might say “I’m a really smart person.  I’m in the church choir.  I’m better in science than most of my friends.”

In adolescence, many individuals become preoccupied with self-understanding.  Moreover, the self now comes to be defined in more abstract and differentiated terms.  The adolescent also is capable of comparing the perceived self to the ideal self, that is, comparing what one is to what one would hope to be.  The adolescent also detects and tries to resolve inconsistent qualities or behaviors in the self.  An adolescent might say things such as “I’m basically a kind and caring person, although I can be pretty cut-throat when it comes to sports.  I also am pretty honest with people that I know, although I can put on a phony face when I have to.  I’m a loner.  I’m a political conservative.”

This research has several implications for the classroom.  First, it is important to recognize that students may not be capable of having the same insights about, or interpretations of, themselves as do teachers.  For example, after losing a spelling bee, a 9-year-old, who defines the self largely through a process of social comparison, will take little solace in hearing the teacher say “but you knew all the words a third-grader is supposed to know.”  Second, it is important to recognize that students incorporate signals from teachers into their self-representations.  The 7-year-old who is put into the “bluebird” reading group, for example, is quite capable of discerning that the bluebirds are the poor readers. He or she will readily incorporate this comparative information into his or her picture of the self and moreover, will do so in a gross, undifferentiated way (e.g., “I’m not good at school” or “I’m dumb”).  In short, teachers need to be aware of how classroom practices impact the self-understanding of their students.

Self-esteem

It is important for teachers to be on the look out for signs of low self-esteem in students because it is associated with a number of adjustment problems, especially during adolescence (Rutter & Garmezy, 1983).  These problems include depression and delinquency.  Here are some of the signs that students have positive self-esteem (Santrock, 2008):

Expresses opinions.

Works well with others in group activities.

Makes eye contact during conversation.

Initiates friendly interactions.

Not hesitant when required to speak.

And here are a few of the signs of negative self-esteem (Santrock, 2008).

Belittles others.

Makes excuses for own failures.

Does not express opinions, even when asked.

Brags excessively

Makes self-deprecating comments.

Teachers should be especially sensitive to the issue of self-esteem during major school transitions (e.g., a new school year, the move from elementary to middle school) because of the stress associated with such changes (Damon & Hart, 1991; Irwin & Simons, 1994; Linney & Seidman, 1989; Santrock, 2008, 2009; Stipek, 1992).

It is important for teachers to keep in mind the distinction between global self-evaluations and more focused, domain-specific, self-evaluations.  In particular, the distinction implies that if a teacher wants to increase student self-esteem, he or she must do more than accept students unconditionally and encourage them to feel good about themselves (Berndt, 1997; Harter, 1990; Santrock, 2008).  Teachers also must encourage students to value achievement in science, mathematics, and other subjects that are important for academic success, and then help them acquire skill in precisely those areas.  In other words, achievement is an important determinant of self-esteem.

In many classroom activities, students are organized into groups that compete either implicitly (i.e., through comparison of an academic product) or explicitly (as in a spelling bee, which has a clear winner).  Such group activities are useful for fostering the acquisition of peer-related skills (see section on friendship below), as well as for facilitating mastery of academic content (see Chapters 1 and 2).  Being part of such a group also can improve a student’s self-esteem (Tajfel, 1978).  Nevertheless, group membership may come with a cost; namely, it may establish an “us vs. them” attitude (Tajfel, 1978).  Clearly, then, teachers must avoid constituting groups on the basis of gender, ethnicity, or other categories that are historically associated with discriminatory practices of one group toward the other (Edwards, 1986; Feinburg & Mindess, 1994). Even when groups are heterogenous in terms of gender and race, teachers should be concerned about the us vs. them attitude and be sure to establish an atmosphere in which all groups are equally valued (Damon, 1991; Edwards, 1986; Feinburg & Mindess, 1994; also see Chapter 3 in this volume).

Adolescent Identity

Early adolescence is a critical time in development.  According to the famous psychoanalyst Erik Erikson (1968), early adolescence is a time during which we experiment with different personal, social, and, vocational roles.  For many of us, the results of this experimentation set us on a course in terms of career and family plans from which we never deviate.  Erikson saw this time as one of crisis, with the adolescent either achieving a sense of identity -- a feeling that he or she has found comfortable, fulfilling roles -- or a sense of identity confusion.  Although many theorists (e.g., Marcia, 1987; Waterman, 1992) believe that the resolution of these crises takes far longer than Erikson realized -- perhaps, until young adulthood -- most see adolescence as a critical time for initiating the role analysis and experimentation that is critical to the formation of a healthy identity (Berndt, 1996; Irwin & Simons, 1994; Santrock, 2008, 2009).

The key piece of advice for teachers at the middle and high school levels, as well as for parents, facing the identity crises of the teenagers in their care is “be patient and supportive” (Santrock, 2008).  Early adolescence is often a time of frustration to adults.  The adolescent seems to change interests, career plans, and moods almost daily, and he or she seems focused on problems that have ready answers from the perspective of the adult.  But this inconsistent behavior on the adolescent’s part is simply a manifestation of the role analysis and experimentation that is required to construct a healthy identity.  Research has shown that parents who have a democratic style, which supports rather than belittles the adolescent’s various points of view but also provides structure, rules, and explanations, help their adolescent to resolve successfully the identity crisis (Santrock, 2008).  It would seem reasonable to suppose that adoption of the same democratic style would be optimal for teachers and other school personnel charged with the education of adolescents.


Development of Self in Students From Ethnic and Racial Minorities


Students from ethnic and racial minority groups face special challenges as they grapple with issues related to the self and to their identity (Irwin & Simons, 1994; Santrock, 2008, 2009).  Unfortunately, their self-understanding and self-esteem are frequently assaulted by prejudice and discrimination, which can include not only ethnic and racial slurs but also segregated housing, schools with fewer resources, and discrimination in educational and occupational opportunities.  By adolescence, individuals from ethnic and racial minority groups are aware of how they are perceived by majority individuals (Santrock, 2008) and often believe that they have limited educational and career possibilities (Spencer & Dornbusch, 1990).  Not surprisingly, the self-esteem of many persons from minority groups is lowered as a result (Santrock, 2008).   However, ethnic awareness programs, which are designed to share with all students information about the accomplishments and contributions of minorities throughout history, have been shown to have positive effects on the self-esteem of minority students (Garbarino, 1985).  At the same time, however, it is important to recognize that because of societal discrimination, minority youth are vulnerable to school-related problems and those problems must be treated (Heath & McLaughlin, 1993).  Teachers, therefore, must establish an atmosphere in which all individuals are valued and in which the roles of all ethnic and racial groups in the culture are appreciated (see Chapters 2 and 3).  Teachers also must commit themselves to helping minority students succeed academically (Santrock, 2008).

Relating to Others
How a student relates to others in the classroom will have a major impact on his or her ability to master academic requirements.  Students achieve less in classrooms characterized by disharmony and a negative emotional climate compared to classrooms characterized by more positive, harmonious social relations (Linney & Seidman, 1989).  In the former, teachers may spend more time on discipline and less on instruction, students may feel more negatively about school and so be less committed to doing well academically, and group learning activities, which have been shown to be especially fruitful contexts for learning (Linney & Seidman, 1989), may be less effective or even precluded altogether.  In terms of individual performance, students who have trouble getting along with others are at increased risk for academic failure (Coie & Koeppel, 1990).  It is important, therefore, that educators are familiar with the development of interpersonal understanding and behavior and with the problems that their students may have in relating to others.  This knowledge will help teachers structure their classrooms to ensure that the climate of the classroom is optimal for learning.

Social cognition

The term social cognition refers to the ability to think about other people and about how to relate to them, and it encompasses a wide variety of skills and types of knowledge (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).  It includes, for example, perspective taking, or the ability to determine what another person is thinking, feeling, or experiencing (Berndt, 1997; Jolley & Mitchell, 1996; Santrock, 2008, 2009).  It also includes feeling empathy for others; that is, feeling emotions appropriate to the circumstances of other people, such as feeling sad for someone in pain (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994; Jolley & Mitchell, 1996).  Social cognition also includes the ability to interpret social cues appropriately, as in distinguishing between behaviors with hostile and non-hostile intent, and the capacity to evaluate the effects of one’s behavior on others (Dodge, 1983).

Social-cognitive skills improve gradually throughout development, at least until early adolescence and perhaps beyond (Berndt, 1997; Santrock, 2008, 2009).  These improvements in social-cognitive functioning are important because they lead to more mature ways of relating to others.  For example, developments in perspective-taking skill are correlated with increased friendships and more positive standing among peers (Kurdek & Krile, 1982).  Problems in peer relations are thought to result, at least in part, from an inability to engage in age-appropriate thinking about social situations.  Children who are highly aggressive, for instance, often misinterpret social cues and see hostile intent even when it does not exist (Coie & Koeppel, 1990; Dodge, 1983).  The implication for teachers is that they can foster positive social relations by instructing their students in how to think about social problems, their behavior, and the behavior of their classmates (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).  In fact, interventions that have proven effective in dealing with serious social maladjustment (e.g., aggression) have been largely those that target social cognition and try to teach children to think differently about social situations (e.g., Coie & Koeppel, 1990; Mize & Ladd, 1990; Pettit, Dodge & Brown, 1988).

Friendship


Children, as well as adults, need at least a few close friendships to feel secure and happy (Hartup, 1983; Sullivan, 1953).  Children’s ideas about friendship and their behavior with friends, however, change over the course of development (Berndt, 1996; Edwards, 1988).  Preschoolers, for example, think about friendship in very superficial, physical terms.  So, for example, when asked why Sarah is her friend, a 4-year-old might reply “Because I chose her for my friend” or “Because she plays with me” (Berndt, 1996).  Not surprisingly, young children seem able to move in and out friendships easily and friendships often are a matter of availability or convenience (Santrock, 2008).  Gradually, children begin to think about friendship in less physical, and more psychological, terms.  By adolescence, friendships are defined by such psychological concerns as loyalty, intimacy, self-disclosure, and mutual understanding (Berndt, 1997).  For instance, an adolescent might define a friend as “somebody you can trust not to go blabbing your secrets around.”  Changing conceptions of friendship may be partly responsible for the increased need for friendship and personal intimacy during the adolescent years (Dacey & Travers, 2009; Irwin & Simons, 1994; Santrock, 2008, 2009).

Other changes in friendship patterns also are seen in the adolescent years.  Most notable perhaps is the increase between ages 12 and 14 in ensuring conformity to peer rules, fashions, and attitudes (Santrock, 2008, 2009).  Belonging to a peer group also becomes important (Brown & Mounts, 1989).  Teachers, as well as parents, are often frustrated by the adolescent’s obsession with peer group conformity and with the effects of peer pressure (Santrock, 2008).  Belonging to a peer group, however, can fulfill the adolescent’s need for intimacy and provide a context for acquiring important new interpersonal skills (Santrock, 2008).  Moreover, peer pressure can have positive as well as negative effects (Santrock, 2008).  Thus, teachers may want to work with existing peer groups to ensure that peer pressure is toward academic achievement and away from antisocial or delinquent behavior.

Respect for diversity.  Children begin to classify people into categories based on, among other things, gender, race, ethnicity, and disability from the age of two years (Derman-Sparks, 1989).  Patterns of friendship are influenced by these categories, with friends generally being similar in terms of race, gender, and ethnicity (Berndt, 1996).  In adolescence, peer groups often are racially segregated as well (Santrock, 2008).  Unfortunately, the school environment often reinforces these distinctions for students.  For example, teachers often establish different patterns of attention and reinforcement for male and female students (Sadker & Sadker, 1986), and the culture of the classroom often is biased in favor of White-middle class students at the expense of minority students (Spencer & Dornbusch, 1990).  The challenge for future educators is to change their own behavior and that of their students to ensure that all groups are equally valued and respected (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994; also see Chapters 2 and 3 in this volume).

Stress and the Family
In his influential ecological theory, Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1986) reminds us that we all participate in many social settings, or contexts.  Perhaps the two most important contexts in which children and adolescents participate are school and the family.  In his ecological theory, Bronfenbrenner also argues that the contexts in which we participate are interconnected.  For instance, events in the family, such as the stress of a divorce, are likely to affect a child’s performance in the classroom.  Moreover, Bronfenbrenner suggests that even contexts in which the child does not participate may indirectly affect him or her.  For example, the stress felt by a parent who loses his or her job may lead to less adequate parenting (McLoyd, Jayartne, Aballo, Burguez, 1994).  In this section, we review research on some of the stresses that face families today and suggest ways in which those stresses may be played out in the classroom.  We focus on divorce, working mothers, and poverty.

Divorce
Divorce has an impact on the lives many children in the U.S.  Nearly half of all marriages end in divorce (Berndt, 1997).  By the turn of the century, more than one-third of all children will have lived for a time in a single-parent home and one-fourth will have lived in a step-family (Santrock, 2008, 2009).  How children are affected by their parents’ divorce depends on many factors, and divorce per se is not always associated with negative outcomes for children.  For example, children whose parents have divorced fare better than do children in intact families characterized by a high degree of parental conflict (Hetherington, et al 1989).  Moreover, some of the negative effects of divorce actually result from the economic “trauma” associated with divorce; family income declines substantially after a divorce which, in turn, leads to a variety of stresses and changes, such as mothers being forced to work full time (Hetherington et al., 1989).

In many cases, however, divorce does increase the risk of children having a variety of adjustment problems (Santrock, 2008).  Boys may display behavior problems during and immediately after the divorce, especially if they are living in a mother-custody home (Hetherington et al., 1989).  Girls are more likely to have problems later in development, especially during adolescence (Hetherington et al., 1989).  Interestingly, young children show fewer lasting effects of their parents’ divorce in terms of adjustment and behavior problems than do adolescents whose parents divorce (Needle, Su & Doherty, 1990).

It is beyond the training and role of teachers to act as marriage counselor or family therapist for a student who is dealing with the stress of a divorce.  Nevertheless, teachers can play a role in easing the stress that some of their students may feel as a result of their parents’ divorce or its aftermath.  They can do this by closely monitoring the behavior of students who are grappling with divorce, keeping parents informed about and involved in school activities, and helping all of their students to understand divorce and view it as a fact of family life in today’s society (Santrock, 2008).

Working Mothers

In recent years, the number of women in the work force has increased dramatically (Clarke-Stewart, 1989).  This trend is due in part to changes in attitudes about women’s roles in society, as well as to economic pressures that require two wage-earners for the financial survival of many families.  This trend has led policy makers, the public, and researchers to ask whether there are negative effects on children of having a mother in the work force rather than at home and solely responsible for child care.  In fact, there is no evidence that children are harmed if their mother works full time (Irwin & Simons, 1994; Santrock, 2008).  Nevertheless, many working parents are plagued by guilt about the amount of time they spend with their children and by concerns about how their children’s development will be affected (Santrock, 2008).  Teachers can help working parents by regularly sharing information with them about their children’s progress in school.  In this way, working parents can see that their children are progressing well and that their guilt and concerns are exaggerated.

Poverty
Poverty poses one of the most serious challenges to our country.  In 1991, 22% of all children lived in poverty.  Because of years of discrimination, the rates of poverty are even higher for African-American children and other ethnic and racial minority children (Dacey & Travers, 2009; Santrock, 2008).  Poverty has pervasive and pernicious effects on children, with chronic poverty being more detrimental than short-term, intermittent poverty (Santrock, 2008).  Poverty threatens the physical health of children and the physical resources available in the home to support their psychological development.  Poverty also acts as a stress for parents and can lead them to engage in less effective parenting than they would under more favorable economic conditions (McLoyd et al., 1994).  Teachers must recognize that children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds may be especially vulnerable to social and emotional problems because of the stress of poverty.  They should be prepared to provide more intensive assistance to these children than they normally would to children who are fortunate enough to survive the ravages of poverty (see Chapter 3). 

STRATEGIES FOR THE CLASSROOM
In this section, we suggest some strategies for dealing with many of the social and emotional issues just reviewed.  We begin by describing activities in four hypothetical classrooms so that you can see more clearly the way that these issues might arise in your own classroom.  We then state in a more formal way the instructional strategies that our hypothetical teachers employed to address these issues.

Mr. Abrams’ Preschool Classroom
There are a dozen 3- and 4-year-olds in Mr. Abrams’ preschool classroom.  The children are largely from middle-class homes in a large urban area.  Mr. Abrams is assisted by a full-time aide and by a variety of part-time aides for selected activities.  Each week in Mr. Abrams’ class brings a different theme.  The theme pervades much of the look and activity of the room.  The theme for this week is “my family.”

It is Monday morning.  Each child has brought in a photograph of his or her family.  The photographs are to be mounted on the bulletin board for the week.  Before the photographs are mounted, Mr. Abrams asks the children to tell a bit about the people in their family.  He asks questions that encourage the children to think about their concept of family.  In discussing Xavier’s family, for example, Mr. Abrams reacts to the fact that Xavier has two brothers and two sisters.

Mr. A.: Xavier has brothers and sisters in his family.  Do you need to have brothers and sisters to be a family?

Josh: No.  I only got brothers in my family.  That’s okay.

Jason: I only have a sister, and I still am a family.

Mr. A.:  Right.  A family can have brothers and sisters, or it can have only brothers, or it can have only sisters.

Marina: It could even have none . . . no sisters and no brothers . . . because I don’t have brothers or sisters and I’m still in a family with my mom and dad.

Mr. A.: Right.  Even if there’s only one child, it’s still a family.  Marina is the only child in her family.  What if there were no children, just a husband and wife?  Could a husband and wife be a family?

Most of the children answer with a resounding “no” and make it clear that having children is what makes a family.  One child, Emily, however, suggests that a mommy and daddy could be a family by themselves because they live together and love each other.  Mr. Abrams responds by noting that even many adults disagree about what a family is but that he likes the idea of a family being people who love each other regardless of whether it includes children or adults.  He added that families help, support, protect, and care for each other.  He then elicits examples from the children of how their families help, protect, etc., each other.

Later, as Mr. Abrams is ready to mount the photograph of Trish’s family on the board, Xavier asks, in a tone that suggests mean spiritedness, if her family “counts” because Trish has no mother.  Trish, red-faced, responds that her mom is dead but that she does have a family.  Mr. Abrams follows up on the exchange.

Mr. A.: Of course Trish has a family.  We said before that there are different kinds of families.  Some families have brothers and sisters, some just sisters, some just brothers, and some families don’t even have children.  Well, Trish’s family doesn’t include a mother but it’s still a family because . . . [Mr. A’s expression and intonation make clear he expects the class to complete his sentence]

Class: They love each other.

Mr. A.: Right, a family is people who love each other, and it doesn’t matter how many people are in the family.

Mr. Abrams then turns his attention to Xavier’s mean spiritedness.

Mr. A.: Xavier, I think that you were trying to hurt Trish’s feelings.  I think you knew that she has a family.  How would you feel if she said you’re family didn’t count.

Xavier doesn’t respond, and so Mr. Abrams asks again how Xavier would feel.  Xavier finally admits that he would feel bad.  Mr. Abrams continues.

Mr. A.: Why did you want Trish to feel bad?

Xavier: I just thought it was funny.

Mr. A.: Trish didn’t think it was funny.  Did you Trish? [Trish shakes her head] Okay.  So let’s remember that the things we say can make people feel bad or feel good.  Let’s try to say things that make people feel good.  That way everyone will feel happy.

The remaining family photographs lead Mr. Abrams and the children to discuss families in which the parents are divorced, a family headed by a grandmother, a family with two mothers, and a family with foster children.  In all cases, he focuses on the idea that families come in all sizes and configurations and that all are defined by mutual love and support.  He also uses the discussion about families with divorced parents to share information about the causes of divorce.  He does so because of a concern about the obvious emotional distress that one child, Matthew, has been showing over his parents’ ongoing divorce proceedings.  Here’s an excerpt of that discussion.

Mr. A.: Monica said that her mommy and daddy are divorced.  What does that mean?  What does the word “divorce” mean? 

The children respond with answers such as “Your mom and dad don’t love each other” and “they want to live separate.” 

Mr. A.: Divorce is when your mom and dad decide that they can’t be married anymore.  They want to live apart.  They just don’t feel happy when they’re together.  Divorce happens when moms and dads feel differently about each other.  But divorce doesn’t mean that moms and dads feel differently about their children.  They still love their children.

Marina: Yeah, my mommy and daddy love me but not each other.

A bit later, the discussion turns toward how children feel about their parents’ divorce.

Mr. A.: How do you think that children feel when their parents get divorced?

Class: Sad.

Mr. A.: Right, they’ll probably feel sad.  It’s a big change in the family and that makes people sad and maybe even scared or even mad.  But it’s okay to feel that way . . . everyone does.  The important thing is to tell your mom and dad how you feel.  And it’s important to remember that you’ll feel better -- happy -- again.  It will just take time.

The theme of family is the focus of many other activities during the day.  For example, the picture book corner is filled with many books about families, and during group reading time Mr. Abrams reads a book about a mother-headed, single family.  During art, the children painted pictures of their families, and these pictures now hang from a string that extends the length of the room. Mr. Abrams was especially careful to praise Xavier’s painting during this time.  Art is Xavier’s favorite activity and one in which he takes great pride (e.g., he always asks to bring his art work home to show his parents).

Near the end of the day, Mr. Abrams makes notes about each child’s accomplishments or problems during the day.  He then shares these notes with parents.  Since Matthew’s mother expressed concern about Matthew’s emotional state during the divorce proceedings, Mr. Abrams makes fairly extensive notes for Matthew’s mother.  The notes focus not only on  signs of distress or trouble but also on the activities that Matthew enjoyed, his accomplishments, and his positive interactions with friends. In short, Mr. Abrams presents a balanced view of Matthew’s day.

Ms. Gaitano’s Third-Grade Classroom
We visit Ms. Gaitano’s class as she deals with an incident in which two of her students, Jason and Christopher, engaged in a rather heated bout of name-calling and arguing on the playground.  Ms. Gaitano observed the dispute and intervened only when it was clear that the situation was escalating and might well end in a fistfight. She put both boys on opposite ends of the schoolyard until the end of recess and waited to deal fully with them until the class reconvened in the room.  The class has just come in from the playground and Ms. Gaitano gathers them together.  She stands at the blackboard and the students are at their desks.

Ms. G.: Well, who saw what happened between Jason and Christopher on the playground. [Most hands go up.] Let’s talk about what happened.  Now, we don’t care who started it or who was right and who was wrong.  What do we care about?

Class: Solving the problem without fighting!

Ms. G.: Right!  Christopher and Jason had a problem.  They tried to solve it by arguing and calling each other names.  We want to help them figure out a better way to solve their problems.  Why isn’t name-calling a good way to solve problems?

Kala: Because you hurt people’s feelings when you call them names.

Ms. G.: That’s true.  When we call names we make people feel bad.  And what’s our rule in this class?

Class: Respect each other’s feelings!

Ms. G.: What else happens when you call people names?  Christopher, how did it make you feel when Jason called you names?

Christopher:  Real mad.

Ms. G.:   So, name-calling hurts people’s feelings and it makes them mad.  And we’ve talked many times about how it’s much harder to solve problems when we’re mad.  So, is name-calling a good way to solve problems?

Class: No!

Ms. G.:   Let’s see if we can think of some better ways of solving the problem that Christopher and Jason had.  Christopher, why were you angry at Jason?

Christopher: Because we were playing freeze tag, and he wasn’t following the rules.

Jason: Was too!

Ms. G.: So, they had a disagreement about the rules.  What could they have done to solve the disagreement?

Emily: Stop playing.

Ms. G.: One thing they could have done was stop playing the game and just walk away.  Anything else?

Maurice: They could let someone else decide who was right.

Ms. G.: Sure, they could have let someone else who was playing decide on what the rules were.

The class goes on to generate several more solutions.  Ms. Gaitano writes each one on the board.  After she has written the solutions on the board, she asks the students to select the one that would work best and why.  In each case, she always turns the discussion to the issue of whether the solution seemed fair and whether it would lead to an increase or decrease in the anger of the participants.  At the end of the discussion, she asks Christopher and Jason to talk about what they would do if they found themselves confronted with a similar disagreement in the future.  Later, in private, Ms. Gaitano asks Christopher and Jason to write a one-page essay to be turned in the next day.  The topic of this essay is to be “why rules are important when playing games.”  In assigning the essay, she reminds the two students that the assignment is a punishment for forcing the class to deal with their problem, but that it also is designed to help them learn how to avoid problems in the future.  When the two mildly protest the assignment, Ms. Gaitano reminds them that in her class all behavior has consequences.

Ms. Gaitano’s emphasis on getting along with each other is evident in many ways, not just in how she responds to transgressions.  In fact, it seems that in her classroom the social and the academic aspects of her students’ development are inseparable.  Students sit at desks that are clustered into groups of four.  Each group is considered a team, and each team works together on selected class projects.  In one recent math activity, for example, the students were given the task of creating a graphical representation of their collective physical (e.g., eye color, height) and personal characteristics (e.g., hobbies, academic likes and dislikes).  Each team then presented their results to the rest of the class, with each member of the team talking about their part in the creative process.  In organizing teams, Ms. Gaitano gives considerable thought to their composition.  As a result, each team has males and females, able and less able students, and shy and outgoing students.  In addition, she monitors (usually at a distance) each team’s deliberation during the various activities to ensure that all students are participating, intervening when necessary.  She also forms new teams every two months.

Ms. Baltes’ Sixth-Grade Classroom 
It is late September, as we visit Ms. Baltes’s classroom.  The twenty-two 11- to 12-year-olds who populate this class have now been in middle-school for exactly one month. Ms. Baltes decides to mark the anniversary by focusing on the challenges that the students have faced during this first month of middle school.  She does this every year because she knows that many students find the transition difficult.  In part, the challenges arise simply from change; that is, they are in a new building, with different teachers, and a more demanding curriculum.  The challenges also arise, however, because their status and power has diminished compared to elementary school.

Ms. Baltes begins by asking the students to tell her the things that they have liked about sixth-grade to that point.  Ms. Baltes writes each response on the board, and then by way of a show of hands tallies the number of students agreeing with the comment.  Some students say they like changing classrooms for different academic subjects, others say they like the later lunch period, and some that they simply like the idea of being in a school for older kids.  One student says that he has not liked anything about sixth-grade.  This elicits giggles from the class as well from Ms. Gaitano.  This off-hand comment provides Ms. Gaitano a transition into the next phase of the discussion.

Ms. B.: Well, I know Bart must like something about middle school.  But I also know that there are some things that Bart, and the rest of you, probably haven’t liked.  There are always things that are difficult when you start middle school.  But if we talk about those things, maybe we can all figure out some ways to make things work better and make you feel better.  If we talk about our problems, we can solve them and you’ll like middle school even more.  Even Bart might like it better.

Class: Yeah, Bart! [class giggles]

Ms. B.: Now let’s write down the things that you haven’t liked or the things that have been challenging or even scary.  We’ll even count how many students dislike each thing.  Anyone have anything I should write on the board?

At first, the students look around and seem hesitant.  Ms. Baltes asks Bart to offer his ideas but Bart responds with downcast eyes and an “I don’t know.”  Ms. B: Well, I can tell you what one student told me last year if you want to hear it.  She said that she thought the older kids -- the seventh- and eighth-graders treated her like a baby and were kind of mean sometimes.  She didn’t like that one bit.  Has anyone else felt that way?

Ava:  I do.  Like, everyone thinks they’re so cool because they know everything about the school already.  They won’t even hang out with us.  One guy even knocked my books right of my arms when I was going to math class.

This response strikes a responsive chord, and several other students share their experiences of being ignored or picked on.  Ms. Baltes then asks the students to offer some reasons why they were being shunned by the older students.  The list arrived at includes things such as it makes them feel cool to put someone else down, they’re just mean, and they’re getting even because that’s how they were treated when they first came to middle school.  Ms. Baltes then asks the students to figure out ways of dealing with problem.  Here are but a few of the solutions generated by the students.

Ava: If they’re mean, just be mean back.  Show them you’re not afraid.  If they push you, push them too.

Paul: Go tell a teacher on them so that they stop.

Mack: Go find another sixth-grader and hang out together and do fun stuff so you’ll feel better.

Jackson: Just tell yourself that you won’t be the new kid for very long and so things will just get better. 
After the list of strategies has been generated, Ms. Baltes proposes that the best way to decide on their relative effectiveness is to try them out -- to do a “dry run.”  She then begins a round of role play in which the students volunteer to enact strategies in some hypothetical scenarios.  The scenarios are based closely on the experiences that the students have just relayed (e.g., an older students knocking a sixth-grader’s books from her hands).  After each enactment, the class offers their opinions on the effectiveness of the strategies or various suggestions for improvement.  The enactments get rather boisterous and generate considerable interest and laughter among the students.  After several enactments, Ms. Baltes solicits other problems from the class and then other problem-solving strategies are generated and evaluated in role play.  The session ends with a special snack that Ms. Baltes has brought in -- a cake with the phrase “sixth-graders rule” emblazoned with frosting.

Later in the day, Ms. Baltes and her class are on the playground for afternoon recess.  She notices that Jeff is off by himself, meandering, with eyes downcast.  This is not the first time she has seen him alone like this.  Moreover, Jeff has been very quiet in class.  He never raises his hand or volunteers in any way, and when called on his responses tend to be very short and quietly spoken.  In addition, it has seemed to Ms. Baltes that the other students don’t really pay much attention to Jeff.  For example, no one seems to seek him out during free time or talk to him very much even in passing.  Ms. Baltes has been planning to work on getting Jeff more integrated into the class for the past week, and she decides to begin now.

Ms. Baltes knows from Jeff’s parents that he loves basketball.  She invites him to come with her to watch the basketball game that some of the sixth-graders are playing.  Jeff tags along.  During the game, she talks to Jeff about how difficult it can be to get involved in things in sixth-grade.  She encourages to him start off with little steps.  She tells him, for example, that if he just hangs around where the other kids are playing, that that will help to get him noticed.  She also tells him that if he cheered the kids on during the game maybe they would invite him to play.  She then goes on to model this behavior, shouting out things like “Nice shot, Xavier” and “Good defense” and applauding after every basket.  She succeeds in getting Jeff to applaud as well.  She makes it her mission to work on Jeff’s playground behavior at least twice a week.

Ms. Baltes develops other strategies to get Jeff involved in the social life of the class.  For example, many of the academic activities in her class require that students work in pairs or small teams.  She has noticed that Jeff seems to admire Jonathon, who is one of the most popular and outgoing students in the class.  Ms. Baltes decides to pair Jeff with Jonathon for science activities whenever she can.  She also has learned from Jeff’s previous teacher, and from her own observations, that Jeff is quite good at math.  She decides that one way to get Jeff noticed is to capitalize on his strength in math.  For example, she will call on him to answer math questions and get him involved in math demonstrations (e.g., solving problems on the board).  She also decides to ask Jeff to serve as a tutor for those students who are struggling with math.  Ms. Baltes, however, also decides that she should not push Jeff too fast and implements these and the other strategies she has devised a little at a time.

Later, as the students get ready to head home for the day, Ms. Baltes informs them that tomorrow they are going to begin to write letters to pen pals at another school in the city.  She tells them to begin thinking about what they want to say in their letters.  The goal, she tells them, is “to let your pen pals get to know you and for you get to know them.”  She even encourages the students to send photographs of themselves.  The two classes are to write letters once a month.  Then, next semester, the pen pals will meet when the classes visit each other’s schools.  Interestingly, most of Ms. Baltes’ students are African American.  The pen pals attend a school that is in a predominantly White neighborhood in the city. 

Mr. Martinez’s Senior Creative Writing Class 
Mr. Martinez teaches English and creative writing in an inner-city high school.  The school serves students from several economically disadvantaged communities.  The student body is quite heterogeneous in terms of ethnic and racial background, with about equal numbers of Hispanic, African-American, and White students.  Mr. Martinez has taught English at this school for many years, and is highly regarded by the students because, as the students tell it, “he doesn’t preach.”  Here we look at some of the activities in his senior creative writing class. In recent years, Mr. Martinez has been troubled by what he has perceived as an increasing antagonism among the students.  This lack of respect and hostility toward others does not seem to be entirely the result of racial tensions, although such tensions do exist.  In an effort to combat such antagonistic attitudes, he has introduced several innovations into his classroom, the most noticeable of which is the “student feedback process.” 

In the student feedback process, students read each other’s assignments and provide written feedback.  Each paper is assigned to three students for evaluation.  Students are required to generate at least five positive and five negative comments about each paper they read.  In generating their comments, students must follow two rules: “Focus on the paper, not the person” and “Justify each comment, positive or negative, with specific examples/passages from the paper.”  This process was not implemented until the second month of class, which allowed Mr. Martinez to model the feedback process in his own evaluation of several assignments that the students completed.  In addition, Mr. Martinez read the comments each student prepared for the first several assignments and provided them feedback on their feedback.

Despite the modeling and the feedback that Mr. Martinez provided, several of the students allowed personal attacks and unsupported criticisms to creep into their evaluations (e.g., “he can’t write worth a damn,” “She writes like she talks . . . lots of words and nothing to say,” and “her grammar is all wrong”).  These students soon found, however, that this led to retaliation in the next round of evaluations, with their own assignments being quite negatively evaluated.  By the end of the first semester, students had learned and adhered to rules of the evaluation process.

At first, the students provided feedback but did not assign grades to each other -- that was the sole responsibility of Mr. Martinez.  Beginning second semester, however, students were free to make grading recommendations along with their comments if they chose to do so.  Interestingly, most students chose not to make any such recommendations.  Nevertheless, all of the students privately expressed appreciation for the opportunity to assign grades.  As one student put it: “It’s nice to find a teacher who trusts the opinions and abilities of his students.”

Mr. Martinez is as innovative in the content of the work that he assigns students as in the process by which that work is evaluated.  His assignments have always allowed students to explore topics and issues that are important to them, including politics, family relations, the future, and even school.  This year, again in attempt to deal with the antagonism that so many students feel toward each other, he has made a special effort to include assignments that teach the students about their own and each other’s cultural identity.  He sees such assignments as serving two purposes: increasing each student’s knowledge of, and pride in, his or her “roots” and increasing each student’s respect for people from other racial, ethnic, and cultural groups.

This week’s assignment is designed with such goals in mind.  The student’s are to identify a well-known historical figure whose ethnic background is similar to their own.  They are then to write a ten-page essay in which they identify commonalities and differences in the challenges and issues that they face today and those faced by the historical figure during his or her adolescent years.  The students’ choices of historical figures turn out to be quite diverse and include Martin Luther King, Jr., John F. Kennedy, Caesar Chavez, Malcolm X, Maya Angelou, Oprah Winfrey, Salvador Dali, Abraham Lincoln, Margaret Thatcher, Boris Yeltsin, Diego Rivera, Barack Obama and Michael Jordan.  Many of the students focus on the times in which they and the historical figure live, discussing economic, technological, and social conditions.  Other students personalize their essays, focusing on specific defining events or relationships in their lives and the lives of the historical figures they have chosen.  All of the students, however, are quite enthusiastic in attacking the assignment, and the evaluation process suggests that they all enjoyed each other’s essays as well.  As one student said during class, “it was cool to think that the things that I’m dealing with could lead me on the same path as someone great, like Martin Luther King, Jr.”  Mr. Martinez also is pleased with the essays and judges them as the best this particular class has done.

Before leaving Mr. Martinez’s class, it is worth considering briefly his interactions with one of his students, Robert.  Robert simply seems to get into arguments and even fist fights quite often.  He does not do well in class at least partly because he gets along so poorly with others.  Robert invariably responds to evaluations of his work by other students with icy glares, threats, or remarks such as “it’s a lot better than that junk you wrote.”  Early in the semester, Mr. Martinez recommended that the school psychologist work with Robert to quell his anger, but Mr. Martinez has tried to work with Robert as well.  For example, he has made it clear to Robert that angry responses in class will not be tolerated, and when they occur Robert is immediately sent out of the room until he calms down.  If he is sent out two times in a week, he is sent to the Assistant Principal and receives after-school detention.  In addition, Mr. Martinez has spoken with Robert in private about his anger.  During these talks, he has tried to show Robert other ways of responding to criticism.  For example, he suggested that if Robert thinks a criticism is unfair he can respond with “Show me an example of what you mean” or “Could you show me how to say it differently?”  Mr. Martinez has also tried to get Robert to look on the evaluations he receives as “your classmates just doing their job” and “as an opportunity to show you’re too big a man to be hurt by criticism.”  Robert has made improvements over the year, but he still has a long way to go.

Strategies
The four hypothetical classrooms that we have visited illustrate several strategies that can be used to help ensure the optimal social and emotional development of students from preschool through high school.

1.  Encourage reflection and a problem-solving orientation to social issues. Recall that advances in social cognition are partly responsible for the development of more mature forms of social interaction, and deficits in social cognition are associated with problems in getting along with others (e.g., Berndt, 1997; Dodge, 1983; Feinburg & Mindess, 1994; Pettit et al., 1988; Santrock, 2008, 2009).  Encouraging students to treat social interaction as a series of problems to be reflected on and solved will help them interact in more mature and positive ways and will give them techniques for dealing with some of the stresses that they and their families may face (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).   We saw several examples of this strategy in action in our hypothetical classrooms.  In our preschool example, Mr. Abrams dealt with Xavier’s attempt to tease another child about her family by asking him to think about the effect of his behavior and to put himself in the other child’s position.  Such reflection is the hallmark of social cognition.   And Ms. Gaitano, our third-grade teacher, treated the playground name-calling fight between Christopher and Jason as an opportunity to teach social-cognitive problem-solving.  She involved her class in a discussion of why name-calling was an ineffective way of dealing with disputes and generated other, more effective, ways for resolving disputes.  In a similar way, Ms. Baltes tackled the social-cognitive processes of her sixth-graders when she engaged them in a discussion of the positive and negative features of their first month in middle school.  In this discussion, she skillfully engaged the children in a consideration of how to deal with being slighted by the older students.  The effectiveness of a social-cognitive approach has been documented for students with a variety of social problems, including aggression (Coie & Koeppel, 1990; Mize & Ladd, 1990; Pettit et al., 1988).  In addition, the social-cognitive approach is more effective in leading to positive change than is simply preaching at students and expecting them to internalize adult-like rules and standards (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).

2.  Reframe social issues.  A critical element of the social-cognitive approach to behavioral change is to help students to think differently about the social situations that typically lead them to act in maladaptive ways (Coie & Koeppel, 1990; Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).  We saw an example of this strategy in Mr. Abrams’ classroom when he encouraged Xavier to think about teasing not as a way of being funny but as a way of hurting someone else’s feelings.  Similarly, Ms. Baltes helped her sixth-graders see that the problems that they were having with the older students were not personal (i.e. directed only at an individual) or permanent but rather temporary rites of passage that many children, unfortunately, face.  We even saw re-framing at the high-school level when Mr. Martinez encouraged Robert to see criticism not as mean-spiritedness or as a threat to his ability but rather as an opportunity to improve and as his fellow students just doing their jobs. 

3.  Couple punishment with explanation.  Punishment for transgressions is more effective when it is accompanied by a rationale, at least for children in elementary school (Santrock, 2008). Again, this is a hallmark of the social-cognitive approach.  So, for example, Mr. Abrams did not simply tell Xavier “we don’t tease;” instead, he helped Xavier to see why teasing should be avoided (i.e., it hurts others).  Similarly, Ms. Baltes did not simply punish Christopher and Jason or prohibit them from arguing; rather, she tried to show them that arguing is to be avoided because it does not accomplish its objective -- it only increases the anger of all involved.

4.  Target both positive and negative behaviors.  There is considerable evidence that the most effective interventions in the social domain are those that target decreases in maladaptive behaviors and increases in adaptive behavior (Coie & Koeppel, 1990).  The basic idea is that the child needs to have some positive behaviors to use as replacements for the maladaptive behaviors, otherwise the latter cannot be eliminated (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).  We saw this strategy in action in Ms. Gaitano’s third-grade class.  Not only were Christopher and Jason punished for their aggressive behavior (i.e., they were given homework), they also learned some alternative behaviors for dealing with disputes from their classmates.  As another example, Ms. Baltes tried to decrease the frequency of Jeff’s use of “loner” behavior (e.g., walking around the edges of the playground at recess) and modeled behaviors he could use to initiate interactions with others (e.g., complimenting them on their play).  An finally, Mr. Martinez punished Robert’s aggressive responses to criticism (e.g., by sending him out of the room), while simultaneously introducing him to more positive reactions to his peers’ remarks.

5.  Use planned activities and naturally occurring social issues as instructional opportunities.  Many teachers miss naturally occurring opportunities to engage in social-cognitive instruction.  For example, student violations of rules or transgressions often lead only to punishment or to a private rebuke, and many social issues that arise (e.g., divorce) are shied away from as too controversial or beyond the students’ ability to understand.  This is unfortunate because these naturally occurring issues are frequently the most interesting to the students and thus, the most likely to hold their attention.  Other teachers deal with transgressions in a public forum but do not include social-cognition in their lesson plans, and as a result many issues are not covered because they simply do not arise spontaneously.  Feinburg and Mindess (1994) have argued that social-cognitive instruction is most effective when it involves both types of instruction -- planned and naturally occurring.  In our hypothetical classrooms, both types of instruction were frequent.  None of the teachers missed an opportunity to turn a student transgression into a social-cognitive discussion, although some transgressions often had a private instructional component to them as well.  All of the teachers had planned activities as well, including Mr. Abrams’ use of the family theme to establish an atmosphere in which all types of families were seen as equally valued, and Mr. Martinez’s use of a creative writing assignment to get the students to explore their own identity and to learn about their own and each other’s cultural heritage.

6.  Encourage respect for other people, cultures, and points of view.  Respect for diversity is, of course, of utmost concern in today’s society as the legal and social gains made by women and minorities have begun to erode and racial and ethnic tensions seem to be heightened.  Encouraging respect for diversity, however, involves more than implementing a particular political or ideological agenda.  In the social-cognitive approach, encouraging respect for diversity of opinions, people, and cultures is essential for promoting more advanced forms of perspective-taking and other aspects of social cognition (Damon, 1988; Edwards, 1986; Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).  Notice also that increased tolerance of diversity can be achieved only by increasing knowledge of the diversity that exists among people.  We saw many examples of this strategy in our hypothetical classrooms.  In Mr. Abrams preschool classroom, we saw a lesson plan designed to inform children about the range of family structures that exist and about the need to value and respect those variations of “the family.”  We saw both in Mr. Abrams’ class and Ms. Gaitano’s class, an emphasis on getting students to appreciate that other people may view their behavior differently than they themselves do.  So, for example, Xavier’s teasing was not seen as funny by Trish, but as hurtful.  Similarly, Jason and Christopher learned that their name-calling could be perceived by others as hurtful and as personal rather than as an attempt to resolve a rules dispute.  And finally, we saw in Mr. Martinez’s high-school class, an attempt to inform the students about their ethnic heritage and to share what they learn with their classmates (i.e., through the peer-evaluation process).  This strategy makes sense from a social-cognitive approach and, moreover, has been shown to improve the self-esteem of minority students (Santrock, 2008).

7.  Target the sources of student self-esteem.  The strategy here is to do more than simply accept and support students unconditionally.  In addition, teachers should deliver praise that is contingent upon achievement in important areas of academic and social functioning, particularly those that the student values (Harter, 1990).  Mr. Abrams provides an example of this strategy when he carefully followed up on his discussion of Xavier’s transgression by praising Xavier for his artistic accomplishments, an area in which Xavier does well and enjoys.  Another example occurred in Ms. Gaitano’s classroom.  Ms. Gaitano planned to increase Jeff’s involvement in the social life of the class by showcasing his exceptional math abilities for the rest of the class.  Notice that we are not saying that teachers should praise and support their students only when they succeed -- support is needed when they fail as well.  What we are saying is that unconditional acceptance is not enough to increase self-esteem; one must work on the causes of self-esteem as well (Berndt, 1997; Santrock, 2008, 2009).

8.  Focus on the ecology of the classroom as well as on the student.  In the previous strategies, the emphasis was on changing the social cognition or behavior of individual students.  Linney and Seidman (1989), however, have pointed out it is difficult to maintain the gains achieved through such strategies if the physical, curricular, and social organization of the classroom does not also support and maintain those changes.  In fact, we saw in our hypothetical classrooms that the ecology of those classrooms was well suited to encouraging advanced social cognition, frequent and positive social interaction, and respect for all forms of diversity.  For example, the physical environment supported the social-cognitive agendas of Mr. Abrams and Ms. Gaitano.  Mr. Abrams hung the preschoolers’ photographs of their families on the bulletin board thereby concretely demonstrating the diversity of families and making the point that all were of equivalent value (i.e., worthy of being displayed).  In Ms. Gaitano’s class, the students’ desks were physically clustered thereby reinforcing the notion of a team that works on academic problems.  In all of the classrooms, the curriculum too was designed to promote positive social interaction and the social-cognitive approach.  In Ms. Gaitano’s class, for example, it has become routine that interpersonal problems are to be discussed openly and alternative approaches to the problem generated.  And in Mr. Martinez’s class, the evaluation process promotes both interaction among students and mutual respect for each other’s perspectives, while at the same time promoting advances in academic areas.  And finally, in all of  our classrooms we saw evidence of the teachers creating a climate in which the students know that their perspective is valued and that they have a voice in the direction that the class takes. Perhaps the best example of this is Mr. Martinez’s use of peer evaluation.

9.  Monitor transitions carefully.  Transitions --whether in school, the family, or in an individual’s life-cycle -- are associated with stress that many students find difficult to deal with (Irwin & Simons, 1994; Santrock, 2008).  Teachers can help students by monitoring transition periods for signs of emerging problems and ensure that the social and academic curriculum is designed to facilitate the transition (Linney & Seidman, 1989).  We saw examples of this strategy implemented in Ms. Baltes’ and Mr. Martinez’s classes.  Ms. Baltes knew from experience the difficulties faced by new middle-school students and ensured that the students were given a chance to discuss the difficulties, see that their feelings and experiences were shared by others, and learn some strategies for dealing with the transition.  Mr. Martinez addressed the transition from child to adult faced by the seniors in his creative writing class.  For example, he allowed them to exert some control over the learning process and supported their choices through his peer evaluation approach. 

10.  Support adolescent exploration.  Adolescence, as noted previously, is a time of exploration.  Teachers should encourage and support exploration while at the same time establishing limits on that exploration (e.g., by directing exploration along socially acceptable paths).  In fact, this strategy was the hallmark of the approach to teaching taken by Mr. Martinez, our hypothetical high school teacher.  He encouraged his students to explore their identities in their writing assignments, including their identities as members of particular ethnic or racial groups.  He also encouraged them to explore adult roles and responsibilities when he placed them in the position of evaluating the merits of each other’s work.  Finally, Mr. Martinez ensured that there was an element of choice in the assignments he gave.  For example, the students were not told to whom they should compare their adolescent struggles; instead, the choice of historical figure was left to them.

11.  Share information with parents on a regular basis.  Parent involvement in schooling is critical for children’s academic success (Linney & Seidman, 1989; Santrock, 2008), and one way to ensure such involvement is to keep parents informed about their child’s progress and about curricular activities.  But sharing information with parents also is a way of helping them meet the social and emotional needs of their children at home.  It often is the case that socioemotional problems that do not emerge in the home will surface in the context of the school, perhaps in interactions with peers.  Parents, therefore, may be unaware that their children are struggling with a socioemotional problem unless they are informed about behavior at school.  It also may be the case that information from teachers can alleviate a parent’s unfounded concerns about the child; for example, apparent who is concerned about the effects of divorce may learn that his or her child is coping well and that behavior in school is unaffected.  Often times, sharing information can serve as the foundation for a partnership between teachers and parents that are in the best interests of the student’s academic and socioemotional progress.

SUMMARY
In this chapter, we began with the premise that students can be successful academically only if their social and emotional needs are met.  We reviewed research on key elements of social and emotional development; namely, development of self, development of interpersonal understanding and behavior, and stresses, such as divorce, that can adversely affect students and their families.  This research demonstrated that children’s thinking about themselves and others undergoes considerable change between the preschool and young adult years, and these changes influence their behavior in the classroom and beyond.  We also saw some of the causes and manifestations of socioemotional problems that, unfortunately, plague many students in today’s schools.

We used this research on socioemotional development to generate eleven strategies for the classroom.  These strategies reflect an emphasis on social cognition, or thought about people and the social world.  We also described four hypothetical classrooms from kindergarten to high school in which the eleven strategies were in operation.  The strategies focused on fostering the development of social cognition in all students, dealing with students who display socially maladaptive behaviors, and with creating a classroom ecology that supports socioemotional growth and includes families as collaborators in their children’s education.  Note, however, that these strategies will need to be supplemented by  the strategies outlined in the previous chapters of this book; for example, the strategies concerning the need to match instruction to each student’s developmental level and to provide a scaffold for the gradual mastery of new forms of social thought and behavior (see Chapter 1).  Together, these strategies provide an answer to the question: How can I foster the healthy social and emotional development of my students?
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