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The Science-to-Practice Characteristics 

of Effective Social Skills Programs, 

and How to Choose Them

Howard M. Knoff, Ph.D.

President, Project ACHIEVE Educational Solutions

Session IV

E-mail:  howieknoff1@projectachieve.info

Project ACHIEVE Website:  www.projectachieve.info

501-312-1484

The solution to adult 
problems tomorrow

depends in large 
measure upon the 
way our children 
grow up today.

– Margaret Mead

Session Overview

• Review of the Components of Social, Emotional, 

and Behavioral Self-Management

• Review of the Foundations to Social Skills 

Instruction

• The District-level Steps to Selecting the “Right” 

Social Skills Program

• The Characteristics of Effective Social Skills 

Programs
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Discussion

• Review of the Components of Social, Emotional, 

and Behavioral Self-Management

• Review of the Foundations to Social Skills 

Instruction

• The District-level Steps to Selecting the “Right” 

Social Skills Program

• The Characteristics of Effective Social Skills 

Programs

The Ultimate 

Educational Goal

IS TO:

Maximize ALL Students’ 

Academic Achievement and 

Social, Emotional, and Behavioral 

Development

From a Student Perspective…

Independent 

Learner
Self-Manager

Academic            

Learning,              

Mastery,                        

and                

Achievement

Social, 

Emotional, 

and     

Behavioral 

Development

Our Goal is 

to create…
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From a Student Perspective…

Student Self-Management

Social, 

Emotional, 

and     

Behavioral 

Development

Our Focus in this 

Course is on…

• Be socially, emotionally, 

attributionally, and behaviorally 

aware of themselves and others

• Demonstrate successful 

interpersonal, social problem-

solving, conflict prevention and 

resolution, social-emotional 

control, coping, and behavioral 

skills

• Effectively control their 

own emotions, thoughts, 

and behavior 

Self-Management Definition 

• Facilitates academic 

engagement and achievement

• Essential to cooperative and 

project-based learning

• Inherent part of classroom 

management

• Supports positive, safe school 

and classroom climate

• The ultimate goal/replacement 

behavior for challenging 

student interventions 

WHY… Is Self-Management Important in Schools?
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Operationalizing Self-Management

Emotional 

Self-Management Skills

Attributional-Attitudinal

Self-Management Skills

Social-Behavioral 

Self-Management Skills

What Key Self-Management 

Competencies do Students Need?

• Social Competencies

Listening, Engagement, and Response Skills

Communication and Collaboration Skills

Social Problem-Solving and Group Process Skills 

Conflict Prevention and Resolution Skills

• Emotional Competencies

Emotional Awareness, Control, and Coping Skills—

Self and Others

Self-Concept/Self-Esteem Skills

• Behavioral Competencies

Social, Interactional Skills

Classroom and Building Routine Skills

Instructional and Academic Supporting Skills

Ultimately, Constructs Need to Drill Down 

to Key Behavioral Competencies or Skills

Listening Waiting for an Adult’s Attention-

Following Directions How to Interrupt

Asking for Help Dealing with Losing

Ignoring Distractions Apologizing

Dealing to Teasing Dealing with Consequences 

Contributing to Discussions/Answering Classroom Questions

Deciding What to Do Avoiding Trouble

Asking for Permission Dealing with Anger

Joining an Activity Dealing with Being Rejected or

Giving/Accepting a Compliment Left Out

Understanding Your/Others’ Dealing with Accusations

Feelings Dealing with Peer Pressure
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Relationships and

Positive School

Climate

Expectations and 

Skill Instruction

Motivation and

Accountability

Consistency

Special Situations–

Setting and Student

The “Scientific Core” of Students’ Social, 

Emotional, and Behavioral Self-Management

The SEL/PBSS Core of Social, Emotional, 

and Behavioral Student Self-Management

• Five Positive Interactions for Any One 
Negative Interaction:  Adults, Peers, Self

Relationships and 
Positive School Climate

• Social, Emotional, Behavioral Skill 
Instruction Program

Expectations and

Skill Instruction

• Grade-level and Common School Area 
Behavioral Matrix with Meaningful Incentives 
and Consequences

Motivation/

Accountability

• Expect, Evaluate, and Reinforce 
Consistency  across Time, Students, Staff, 
Settings, Situations

Consistency

Special Situations –
Setting and Student

• Apply the Process and Interactions across 

Settings, for Peer Interactions, and with 

Students Who Need Multi-tiered Services
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Discussion

• Review of the Components of Social, Emotional, 

and Behavioral Self-Management

• Review of the Foundations to Social Skills 

Instruction

• The District-level Steps to Selecting the “Right” 

Social Skills Program

• The Characteristics of Effective Social Skills 

Programs

Relationships 

and Positive 

School Climate

Expectations 

and 

Skill Instruction

Motivation and

Accountability

Consistency

Special 

Situations–

Setting and 

Student

Characteristics of Effective 

Social Skills Programs

Social skills instruction should be part of a scaffolded pre-K 

through high school mental health and wellness curriculum. 
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Kindergarten children with social skills struggles were less 

likely to finish school and more likely to have substance 

abuse and to get into trouble. 

2016 
Longitudinal 
Study

Social skills training positively impacts students’ relationships 

and behavior, and delivered 11% better academic performance. 

2011 Meta
Analysis

We prevent mental health-related challenges by teaching 

all students social-emotional skills.
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The Goal of an Evidence-Based

Social Skills Program

TO:

❖ Teach Children Interpersonal, Social Problem-

Solving, Conflict Prevention/Resolution,

and Emotional Coping Skills

❖ That facilitate their Social-Emotional/ 

Behavioral Development, and

❖ Help them develop Self-Management Skills

Examples of Social Skill Behaviors

Listening Waiting for an Adult’s Attention/ 

Following Directions How to Interrupt

Asking for Help Dealing with Losing

Ignoring Distractions Apologizing

Dealing to Teasing Dealing with Consequences 

Contributing to Discussions/

Answering Classroom Questions

Deciding What to Do Avoiding Trouble

Asking for Permission Dealing with Anger

Joining an Activity Dealing with Being Rejected or

Giving/Accepting a Compliment Left Out

Understanding Your/Others’ Dealing with Accusations

Feelings Dealing with Peer Pressure

Social skills training must take place in the classroom 

setting with teacher as primary role model. 
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Tier II:

Strategic Instruction

and Intervention Services

and Supports

Tier I:

Prevention for All

Tier III:

Intensive Need or

Crisis Intervention

Services and Supports

Behavioral 

Instruction &                     

Intervention

SEL/PBSS:  Multi-Tiered Prevention, Strategic 

Intervention, and Intensive Need Services

WHO SUPPORTS Social, Emotional, 

and Behavioral Skills Instruction?

**  The Training should be Supported   

by Pupil Services Personnel and 

other Specialists and Administrators

Co-Teaching Tier 1

Pull-in Practice Tier 1     Tier 2

Pull-out Practice Tier 2 Tier 3
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Discussion

• Review of the Components of Social, Emotional, 

and Behavioral Self-Management

• Review of the Foundations to Social Skills 

Instruction

• The District-level Steps to Selecting the “Right” 

Social Skills Program

• The Characteristics of Effective Social Skills 

Programs

School Districts

Districts should develop a Preschool through High 

School “Health, Mental Health, Wellness, and 

Cultural Competence” curriculum that is scaffolded, 

articulated, and has a sound and logical scope and 

sequence.

Social Skills Instruction and Success 

Varies by Students’ Age/Maturation Levels

• Preschool to Early Elementary Age Level 

Children respond to adult social skill prompts within  a 
reasonable amount of time, demonstrating their social 
skills for longer and longer periods of time without 
prompting.

• Middle Elementary Age Level

Student demonstrate “basic” social skills more 
automatically, but still need adult prompts when “under 
conditions of emotionality.”
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• Middle to High School Age Level

Adolescents demonstrate prosocial skills virtually 
automatically, and respond to emotional conditions 
more and more independently and effectively—with 
less need for adult prompting and supervision.

Social skills need to be continually practiced, 
prompted, applied, and reinforced.  Social 
skills are never fully mastered—children just 
progress to the “next level” of development 
and maturation.

Social Skills Instruction and Success 

Varies by Students’ Age/Maturation Levels

School Districts

Should choose (or develop) their social, emotional, 

behavioral practices, curriculum, and other 

approaches the same way that they choose their 

(for example) new district literacy programs.

Preparing to Select the 

“Right” Social Skills Program

Preschool through High School Analysis

❖ What are your specific social, emotional, and/or behavioral goals

and desired outcomes for your Program?

❖ What are your current (over the last three years) student-related 

social, emotional, and behavioral outcomes (see next slide)?

❖ What Social Skills Program are you currently using, is it being

implemented with integrity, and can you validate its

success (or non-success) with your students?
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Data to Collect Prior to Researching and 

Selecting a Social Skills Program

Student Data [Across All Grade Levels over Three Years]

• Student Engagement, Attention, and Motivation

• Student Achievement and Academic Progress

• High School (On-Time) Graduation

• Positive School/Classroom Climate and Safety

• Office Discipline Referrals

• In-/Out-of-School suspensions 

• Expulsions and Alternative 

School Placements

Data to Collect Prior to Researching and 

Selecting a Social Skills Program

Student Data [Across All Grade Levels over Three Years]

• School-related arrests/Referrals to law enforcement 

• Chronic absenteeism (excused and unexcused) 

• Incidents of violence (including bullying and harassment)

• Disproportionality relative to Students of Color and

with Disabilities

• Need for Social-Emotional 

Tier 2/Tier 3 Services       

Preparing to Select the 

“Right” Social Skills Program

Preschool through High School Decisions

❖ Is your Social Skills program connected (or will it be connected) to 

the four other areas important for student self-management?

❖ Do you want a formal or informal Social Skills program, and will you

need different (modified) Elementary vs. Secondary programs? 

❖ Will sufficient professional development time be available for  

training and implementation?
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Preparing to Select the 

“Right” Social Skills Program

Preschool through High School Decisions

❖ Who will be on the Social Skills Selection Committee?

❖ Who and how will the current social skills research be reviewed?

❖ How will the Social Skills Program “finalists” be interviewed, and will 

schools already using the finalists be interviewed?

❖ Will the Selection Committee make the final decision or is it 

advisory to, for example, the Superintendent or the Board?

Please Stop the Tape 

and Take Some Time 

to Write Down 

Your Thoughts about 

the Questions Posed 

in this Section
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Discussion

• Review of the Components of Social, Emotional, 

and Behavioral Self-Management

• Review of the Foundations to Social Skills 

Instruction

• The District-level Steps to Selecting the “Right” 

Social Skills Program

• The Characteristics of Effective Social Skills

Programs

Characteristics of Effective 

Social Skills Program

Course Resources

❖ Knoff, H.M. (2005). Character education vs. social skills training: Comparing 

constructs vs. behavior. Little Rock, AR: Project ACHIEVE Press.

❖ Knoff, H.M. (2018). The Stop & Think Social Skills Program: Exploring its 

research base and rationale. Little Rock, AR: Project ACHIEVE Press.

Essential Take-Aways. . . . 

Social Skills vs. 

Character Education Programs

❖ Social Skill programs ARE Character Education 

programs, but most Character Education 

programs ARE NOT Social Skill programs

❖ State legislation:  character education vs.

Character Education

❖ Virtually ALL Character Education programs that ARE

NOT Social Skill programs ARE NOT evidence-

based

❖ CASEL is not the only (or necessarily the best) Source 

for SEL Program selection
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Evidence-based Social, Emotional, 

and Behavioral Skill Programs

• Lions Quest

• Positive Action

• Second Step

• Providing Alternative                                   
Thinking Strategies

• Life Skills Training

• Boys Town

• Skillstreaming

• Stop & Think Social                                     
Skills Program

Social-Emotional Competency

Use    at:

Tier    I

Tier    II, and

Tier    III

Behavioral Skills Instruction

The Characteristics of a 

High-Quality Social Skills Program

A high-quality social skills program: 

1. Teaches sensible and pragmatic interpersonal, social 

problem solving, and conflict prevention and resolution 

skills that are needed by today's students and that can 

be applied, on a daily basis, by preschool through high 

school students.

2. Prevents or helps solve problem situations, identified by 

both adults and students, that occur in classrooms and 

common areas of the school on an almost every day 

basis.

The Characteristics of a 

High-Quality Social Skills Program

A high-quality social skills program: 

3.   Provides a defined, progressive, yet flexible, sequence

of social skills that recognizes that some prerequisite

skills must be mastered before other, more complex

skills are taught.  

The program also must plan for ongoing social skills

practice and reinforcement that occurs throughout the

school year.
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Classrooms Common Areas

Early to Middle Elementary School

Stop & Think Social Skills

At the Grade 2 through Grade 3 level, the ten primary skills are:

Listening Waiting for an Adult’s Attention-

Following Directions How to Interrupt

Asking for Help Apologizing

Ignoring Distractions Accepting Consequences

Contributing to Discussions/ Dealing to Teasing

Answering Classroom Questions Dealing with Losing

At the Grade 2 through Grade 3 level, the ten advanced skills are:

Deciding What to Do Avoiding Trouble

Asking for Permission Dealing with Anger

Joining an Activity Dealing with Being

Giving/Accepting a Compliment Rejected or Left Out

Understanding Your/Others’ Feelings Dealing with Accusations

Dealing with Peer Pressure

Behavioral Expectations for the 

Common Areas of the School

Hallway

Bathroom

Buses

Playground

Cafeteria

Courtyards

Auditorium

Study Halls

Library/Media Center

Computer/Tech Rooms

Entering/Leaving Building
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Monthly Stop & Think

Social Skills Calendar

OCTOBER WEEK 1 WEEK 3

Kindergarten/

Grade 1
Skill 3: Using Nice

Talk

Review and 

Reinforcement of 

Previously Taught 

Skills

Grades 2/3
Skill 3: Asking for 

Help

Review and 

Reinforcement of 

Previously Taught 

Skills

Grades 4/5
Skill 3: Asking for 

Help

Review and 

Reinforcement of 

Previously Taught 

Skills

The Characteristics of a 

High-Quality Social Skills Program

A high-quality social skills program: 

4.   Uses a universal language that is easy for students to

learn, facilitates cognitive scripting and mediation, and

facilitates the conditioning or reconditioning of prosocial

behaviors and choices leading to more and more

automatic behavior.

The Stop & Think Social Skills

Five-Step Universal Language
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The Science Underlying the 

Five Universal Stop & Think Steps

Impulse Control/Self-Control/Self-Management

Cognitive Pre-set

Cognitive-Behavioral Scripting and Preparation

Guided Behavioral Implementation

Positive Self-Reinforcement

Accountability:  Incentives and Consequences;

The Characteristics of a 

High-Quality Social Skills Program

A high-quality social skills program: 

5. Systematically uses a social learning theory model that

includes teaching, modeling, role-playing, and providing

performance feedback as part of the instructional

process.  

Such programs overtly plan and transfer students’ use

of social skills into different settings, with different

people, at different times, and across different

situations and circumstances.

Research-to-Practice: How to Teach 
Social, Emotional and Behavioral Skills

Teach

Demonstrate

Practice

Monitor

Apply

Academic 
Skills

Teach Cognitive Scripts
and Behavioral Skills

Model

Role Play

Performance Feedback

Transfer of Training

Self-Management 
Skills

VS.
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Social Skills are Taught Using a 

Two-Week Rotation

Teach

Apply Review

Infuse

The Two-Week Social Skills 

Teaching /Rotation Schedule 

For Each New Social Skill

Monday       Tuesday     Wednesday   Thursday      Friday

Teach : Teach :        Teach :             Apply Apply

Introduce      Review        Review into a          into a

Week 1 Skill, Skill, Skill,              selected     different

Model, Roleplay       Roleplay        classroom  classroom

Roleplay activity       activity

Monday       Tuesday     Wednesday   Thursday      Friday

Review &        Apply Infusion Infusion Infusion

Week 2 Apply into       and/or         through        through        through

new class       Infusion Teachable     Teachable    Teachable

activity Moments      Moments      Moments

The Characteristics of a 

High-Quality Social Skills Program

A high-quality social skills program: 

6. Social skills training is an integral part of a building- or

grade-level positive discipline and behavior 

management system that holds students accountable 

for their behavior and provides for consistency and 

implementation integrity.

55

56

57



c- Copyright 2022

All rights reserved

Project ACHIEVE Press

20

• Be socially, emotionally, 

attributionally, and behaviorally 

aware of themselves and others

• Demonstrate successful 

interpersonal, social problem-

solving, conflict prevention and 

resolution, social-emotional 

control, coping, and behavioral 

skills

• Effectively control their 

own emotions, thoughts, 

and behavior 

Self-Management Definition 

Relationships 

and Positive 

School Climate

Expectations 

and 

Skill Instruction

Motivation and

Accountability

Consistency

Special 

Situations–

Setting and 

Student

The Science-to-Practice Components of 

an Effective School Discipline Program

The Characteristics of a 

High-Quality Social Skills Program

A high-quality social skills program: 

7. Social skills programs teach specific behaviorally-

oriented skills (not constructs of behavior) in explicit and 

developmentally appropriate ways, and they are able to

flexibly adapt to student differences in language, culture, 

socioeconomic level, and behavioral need.
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What Key Self-Management 

Competencies do Students Need?

• Social Competencies

Listening, Engagement, and Response Skills

Communication and Collaboration Skills

Social Problem-Solving and Group Process Skills 

Conflict Prevention and Resolution Skills

• Emotional Competencies

Emotional Awareness, Control, and Coping Skills—

Self and Others

Self-Concept/Self-Esteem Skills

• Behavioral Competencies

Social, Interactional Skills

Classroom and Building Routine Skills

Instructional and Academic Supporting Skills

Ultimately, Constructs Need to Drill Down 

to Key Behavioral Competencies or Skills

Listening Waiting for an Adult’s Attention-

Following Directions How to Interrupt

Asking for Help Dealing with Losing

Ignoring Distractions Apologizing

Dealing to Teasing Dealing with Consequences 

Contributing to Discussions/Answering Classroom Questions

Deciding What to Do Avoiding Trouble

Asking for Permission Dealing with Anger

Joining an Activity Dealing with Being Rejected or

Giving/Accepting a Compliment Left Out

Understanding Your/Others’ Dealing with Accusations

Feelings Dealing with Peer Pressure

Applied Questions Related to the Characteristics 

of Effective Social Skills Programs

Critical Questions

❖ Do the Characteristics of Effective Social Skills Programs make 

sense? Does your Implementation Team agree with them?

❖ If you are choosing a new Social Skills Program for your school, 

district, or setting, how will you organize these characteristics to 

evaluate the Programs you are reviewing for a final selection?

❖ If you currently have a Social Skills Program, how will you use these 

characteristics to evaluate it and close any gaps?
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Please Stop the Tape 

and Take Some Time 

to Write Down 

Your Thoughts about 

this Section

Session Review

• Review of the Components of Social, Emotional, 

and Behavioral Self-Management

• Review of the Foundations to Social Skills 

Instruction

• The District-level Steps to Selecting the “Right” 

Social Skills Program

• The Characteristics of Effective Social Skills 

Programs

Howard M. Knoff, Ph.D.
President, Project ACHIEVE             

Educational Solutions

49 Woodberry Road

Little Rock, AR 72212

E-mail:  howieknoff1@projectachieve.info

Phone:   501-312-1484

Websites:   www.projectachieve.info

Blog: www.projectachieve.info/blog

Twitter:  @DrHowieKnoff
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