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Abstract

This study investigated the effect of the Social Decision-Making Skills Curriculum

(SDSC) on the emotional intelligence and the prosocial behaviors of primary students

in Grades 1–3, in a private school in Lebanon. Students were trained in social problem-

solving and social decision-making skills through the implementation of the SDSC.

Participants were 80 students (29 students, experimental group; 51 controls). The

SDSC was implemented in classrooms to students in the experimental group. A

rating scale from this curriculum was used to determine the students’ profile in

social decision-making and social-problem-solving skills. Subjects’ ‘emotional intelli-

gence’ was assessed using the Bar-On Emotional Inventory: Youth Version. Following

nine weeks of training in the SDSC, ANCOVA results showed that there were signifi-

cant differences in the emotional intelligence and prosocial skills of children in the

experimental group, as compared to those in the control group. Results are discussed

and implications and future recommendations presented
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A child’s elementary school years provide an important context for the develop-
ment of the social skills needed to successfully engage with peers and thrive in an
academic setting. Without the development of adequate social skills in the early
school years, youth become increasingly likely to develop a myriad of problems
(Prince, Ho, & Hansen, 2010). Poor social skills exhibited during the early school
years have been found to be correlated with or even predict school behavioral
problems (Domagala-Zysk, 2006), antisocial behaviors, academic failure, and psy-
chological disorders (Pedersen, Vitaro, Barker, & Borge, 2007).

The link between poor social skills and a multitude of associated negative
outcomes, as well as positive outcomes associated with improved social skills,
highlights the need for social skills training and intervention at a young age
(Prince et al., 2010). Accordingly, several programs or interventions in social emo-
tional learning were developed such as the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and
Emotional Learning (CASEL, 2005); Developing Safe and Civil Schools (DSACS,
www.teachSECD.com); the Living Skills program, The Seattle Social Development
Project (as cited in Prince et al., 2010); and the Social Decision-Making Skills
Curriculum (SDSC, Elias & Clabby, 1992).

Intervention studies at the elementary level have found positive effects (Elias &
Haynes, 2008; Payton et al., 2008). A meta-analysis by Durlak and Weissberg
(2007) examined 379 studies of universal preventive/competence-promotion inter-
ventions for youth in Grades K–12. They found that interventions produced a
significant positive impact on social-emotional-cognitive skills, positive self-
efficacy, school bonding, and adherence to social norms with effect sizes between
0.21 and 0.41. Findings also showed significant impact of the programs on negative
behavior, school violence, detention/suspension, and peer rejection (effect sizes
0.21–0.28) and improvements in positive behavior at school, academic achievement
test scores, and grades (effect sizes 0.28–0.47).

This growing body of scientifically-based research supporting the strong impact
that enhanced social and emotional behaviors can have on success in school
coupled with increase in antisocial behavior and lack of social competencies in
primary and elementary school (Benson, 2006), makes it necessary for schools to
implement well-designed programs that simultaneously foster students’ social,
emotional, and academic growth.

This research studied the effect of implementing one such program, the
Social Decision-Making Skills Curriculum (SDSC) (Elias & Clabby, 1989,
1992) on the emotional intelligence and the prosocial behaviors of primary
grade students in a private school in Lebanon. Several studies have been
completed to investigate the effectiveness of this program (Elias, Gara,
Schuyler, Branden-Muller, & Sayette, 1991; Elias & Weissberg, 2000). Social
decision-making and problem-solving skills are necessary for preventing harm
and promoting excellence for children. Many of the interpersonal issues faced
by children are due to weaknesses in decision-making and problem-solving
skills and these can be developed through training in SDSC (Elias &
Clabby, 1992). The program has been implemented in different cultures;
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however, little research has been carried out with diverse populations (Elias &
Haynes, 2008) and there has been none in the Arab cultures.

In Lebanon, very few studies have been conducted in the areas of social skills
(e.g. El Zein, 2007; Jawad, 2001; Kahil, 2003; Nadjarian, 2000). No research
has been conducted regarding the effects of decision-making and problem-solving
programs on emotional intelligence. There is a need to examine the effectiveness of
such a program, especially as Lebanon has gone through a decade of social unrest
and civil war.

Method

Subjects

Participants in this studywere six intact classes from two upper-middle class, private,
sister schools that have the samemanagement and are located in suburban Lebanon.
One school was used for the experimental condition and the other as the control.
Three intact classes (Grades 1, 2, and 3) were selected from each school. A total
number of 80 students were involved in this study (51 students, control group; 29
students, experimental group; all 7- to 9-years-old). Both schools follow a child-
centered philosophy to learning and both implement the same curricula, have
equal hours per subject, in addition to homeroom time in which topics are discussed
on an as-needed basis. No adaptation was needed for the implementation of the
curriculum or the ratings scales as English is the common medium of instruction.

Tools

The Social Decision-Making Skills Curriculum (SDSC). This research-validated curriculum
provides children with a sound foundation of social decision-making and problem-
solving skills (Bruene-Butler, Hampson, Elias, Clabby, & Schuyler, 1997).
To determine students’ profile in these skills, teachers complete a 29-item rating
protocol; the scale contains two subscales measuring a child’s readiness area (i.e.
fundamental abilities in ‘Learning to learn’; Self-control and social awareness) and
eight subscales that measure a child’s social decision-making area (Feelings,
Problems, Goals, Alternatives, Consequences, Choose, Plan-and-check, and Try-
and-rethink). SDSC low scores on the rating scale signify the preferred condition.

The Bar-On Emotional Inventory: Youth Version (Bar-On & Parker, 2000). The Bar-On
Emotional Inventory (Bar-On EQ-i: YV) is a likert-type self-report scale completed
by students including five subscales (Interpersonal, Intrapersonal, Stress manage-
ment, Adaptability, and General mood). This study used the short-form version
(30-items) since it has similar reliability and validity as the long version. The Bar-
On EQ-i:YV’s technical manual shows that the inventory has significant reliability
and validity and that the scales identify core features of emotional intelligence in
youth aged from 7- to 18-years-old (Bar-On & Parker, 2000).
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Design

The study employed a pre-test -post-test, control group quasi-experimental design
with intact groups. During the pre-test, teachers and students in both schools
completed the SDSC rating scale and the Bar-On EQ-i:YV. Teachers were naı̈ve
as to the expected results of the training in order to ensure objectivity in scoring the
scales. The experimental group received training using the SDSC Guide, while the
control group did not receive such training and continued to receive the regular
schedule of homeroom time. Following implementation of the training, the SDSC
rating scale and Bar-On scales were again completed by teachers and students.
Teachers’ impressions on the effect of training were also collected.

Procedure

Teacher preparation. The investigator provided three prior training sessions for the
intervention teachers prior to program implementation. Teachers were provided
with an orientation to the SDSC and the rationale for using it, exposure to the
skills needed for implementing the program, and skill practice through role-play.
Teachers were required to practice the following skills: Facilitative questioning;
how to use indirect, hypothetical examples and to move gradually to real life
issues; accepting and acknowledging what they hear; modeling one’s own thinking;
and prompting, encouraging and sharing the use of social decision-making and
problem-solving in everyday situations. In the final session—the strategy instruc-
tion phase—teachers were trained to use the 4Rs (Review, Repetition, Reminders,
and Reinforcement) throughout the implementation of the program and across all
settings. Finally, the investigator explained to the teachers how to administer the
Bar-On EQ-i:YV and how to complete the SDSC rating scale.

Phase I: Pre-test. The Bar-On EQ-i:YV and the SDSC rating scales were completed
by students and teachers of both groups.

Phase II: Implementation of SDSC. Twenty-nine students in the experimental group
received training in the SDSC on a daily basis over nine weeks. The program includes
readiness phase (16 topics), instructional phase (22 topics), and application phase (12
topics). It was implemented in 15-minute sessions during homeroom time with five
sessions a week for the nine-week period. A total of 42 sessions were required to
complete the training. Table 1 (See Supplemental Material) reports the distribution
of the sessions among the phases and the skills introduced in each phase.

The control group received regular homeroom time every day during these nine
weeks in which they discussed playground issues and classroom rules, current and
coming events, and also worked on their organizational skills. During instructional
hours, they were indirectly engaged in problem-solving within their courses. In
addition, they were exposed to assemblies that addressed the themes of respect,
responsibility, and friendship.
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In the readiness skills phase, students in the experimental group were trained to
actively listen to others and were engaged in activities in which self control was the
focus of the role-playing activities. Students received direct praise and positive and/
or corrective feedback and were guided to recognize needs and feelings in them-
selves and others, and to develop a sense of responsibility as a group member.

During the instructional phase, students developed the steps required for social
problem-solving and decision-making. They practiced putting problems into
words, setting the goals to solve each problem, brainstorming solutions as a
group, identifying effects that may result, and finally trying out the solutions in a
safe environment.

The most important aspects of what the experimental group was exposed to are
the detailed program, the sequencing of activities, the consistency of teachers’
responses, the students’ active engagement (cognitively and physically), and the
clarity of motives behind actions. These were more explicit in the training using
the SDSC, as compared to the control group’s exposure to similar skills during
their assemblies.

Phase III: Post-Testing. Subjects in both groups completed the post-test of the Bar-On
EQ-i:YV, while the homeroom teachers filled out the SDSC rating scale.

Data analysis

To establish the equivalence of the experimental and control groups in terms of
characteristics measured by the Bar-On EQ-i:YV and the SDSC rating scale,
respectively, independent sample t-tests were used. After training in the program
and to control for any non-equivalence of samples prior to training, an ANCOVA
was calculated to determine whether there are significant differences in the post-test
scores of the experimental and control groups on both measures. For further sup-
port of the ANCOVA results, a series of paired sample t-tests were calculated using
the pre-test–post-test means of the experimental and control groups on both meas-
ures. In addition, teachers’ qualitative comments on effects of training were
reported.

Results

The check for equivalence between the experimental and control groups prior to
training in the program revealed that the differences between groups on emotional
intelligence were non-significant, t(29)¼�0.81, p¼ 0.42, while they were significant
for the SDSC, t(29)¼ 2.05, p¼ 0.05. Accordingly, an analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) was used to check for significant differences in post-test scores of
the experimental and control groups.

ANCOVA results comparing groups’ post-tests scores on the Bar-On EQ-i:YV
and SDSC, showed that there are main significant effects for treatment. Students
exposed to SDSC instruction (M¼ 103.45, SD¼ 14.14) scored higher than those
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not exposed to this instruction on emotional intelligence (M¼ 98.18, SD¼ 11.71),
F (1, 77)¼ 7.62, p¼ 0.007. Similarly, students exposed to SDSC instruction
(M¼ 42.38, SD¼ 8.99) scored lower than those not exposed to this instruction
(M¼ 45.37, SD¼ 13.89), F (1, 77)¼ 9.19, p¼ 0.003 on the SDSC rating scale
(lower scores signify better results than those with higher scores).

Results of the paired sample t-tests on the pre-test and post-test means of both
measures revealed that there is a statistically significant mean difference between
pre-test and post-test scores on emotional intelligence and prosocial skills of
the experimental group only, and not for the control group. Table 2 reports pre-
test–post-test characteristics, while Table 3 reports results of paired sample t-tests
(see Supplemental Material for Tables 2 and 3).

Discussion

This study investigated the effect of implementing the SDSC on the emotional
intelligence and the prosocial skills of primary students in Lebanon. Results suggest
a main significant effect for treatment on emotional intelligence and prosocial skills
between students who have received training in social decision-making and pro-
blem-solving skills, and those who have not received it. These findings are in agree-
ment with studies investigating training in programs that focus on social skills (e.g.
Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinge, 2011; Kolb & Weede, 2001;
Payton et al., 2008; Prince et al., 2010). According to Kolb and Weede (2001),
teaching social problem solving skills and helping children to identify feelings and
emotions of themselves and others is an effective means for these children to
develop prosocial skills. The increase in prosocial behaviors is attributed to the
process of thinking that an individual is engaged in during problem-solving and
decision-making—specifically, the identification of others’ intentions and motives
and the production of appropriate strategies (Teglasi and Rothman, 2001).

Children’s emotional expressiveness is a critical factor in the development of
their emotional competence, in addition to emotional knowledge and emotional
regulation. Some children have problems because they cannot relate to their class-
mates or interpret social or verbal cues (Docksai, 2010). During the implementa-
tion of the SDSC, the training focused on teaching children practices for managing
emotions, caring for others, building friendships, communicating, making deci-
sions, and solving problems; hence, the development of emotional intelligence
through social skills training.

In describing the stages of affective development, Piaget (1981) notes that chil-
dren’s actions are motivated by their needs and values. Children in this study are at
the stage where their needs for belongingness and being loved are the motivational
force behind their actions. When they received praise and acceptance for their
actions while performing the activities, they formed emotional reconstructions
that resulted in modifications in their emotional competencies. Similarly, these
children are at Piaget’s concrete operational stage, when there is a move from
egocentric actions to consideration of external factors, and children begin to
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establish rules according to the social circumstances. The role-playing and hands
on activities used in the SDSC training provided the children with a concrete rep-
resentation of prosocial behaviors which along with the social acceptance, praise,
and immediate feedback they received played a role in the adapting of new
behaviors.

Bandura (1977, 1997) emphasizes the role that observation of models plays in
learning new behaviors. Teaching students social problem-solving and decision-
making skills in a classroom context allows children to observe others, to self-
observe their reactions in relation to others, after which they may engage in self-
reflection and self-inquiry regarding the new manner of their reactions. According
to Gazzard (2002), ‘developing the sense of self through self-observation and self-
inquiry is a more likely way to develop emotional intelligence’ (p. 27). During this
study, the models were peers, teachers, and characters included in scripts. Role-
playing provided students with a chance to learn and repeat decision-making and
problem-solving skills in a safe environment, in which these behaviors were rein-
forced by their teachers, who acted as coaches as well as providers of praise and
feedback. These findings are consistent with several reviews that conclude that
successful youth programs are interactive in nature, use coaching and role playing,
and employ a set of structured activities to guide youth toward achievement of
specific goals (as cited by Durlak et al., 2011).

Implications and recommendations

The main implications of this study are that: (a) Training students in social prob-
lem solving and decision-making can result in an increase in emotional intelligence
and prosocial skills thus providing children who do not have this opportunity at
home the chance to develop them in school; (b) considering the long-term benefits
of these skills, it would be ideal to incorporate them into the school curriculum by
integrating social, emotional, and academic learning; and (c) classroom teachers
can effectively implement such a program suggesting that such interventions can be
incorporated into everyday educational practices and do not need outside person-
nel for effective implementation.
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