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Abstract. The importance of addressing social and emotional skills for youth has 
been well-documented within the literature.  These skills are becoming increasingly 
critical as young people face difficult challenges at school and in their personal 
lives.  Research also indicates that psycho logically competent young people are 
more likely to avoid high-risk activities that can have dangerous consequences for 
their health and well-being.  Schools have the potential to reach students with these 
important life lessons, and school psychologists can provide the leadership to 
enhance these educational experiences.  This article reviews the literature on 
school-based social and emotional skill development and examines the relevance of 
this area to the work of the school psychologist.  Suggestions are made for ways in 
which school psychologists can improve the social and emotional climates of their 
schools in areas such as prevention and health promotion, professional 
development, and collaboration with other professionals and organizations.  
Recommendations are also made for ways in which school psychology preparation 
programs can better train students to take on these new roles. 

 
 
 Role and function definitions for school psychologists have been debated for decades; the 
topic of role definition has even been described as an obsession by some (Reynolds, Gutkin, 
Elliot & Witt, 1984).  School psychologists have long cited feelings of frustration, discomfort, 
and impotence in their roles and have long called for a broad reconceptualization of the 
profession (Gutkin & Conoley, 1990).  Recently, Sheridan and Gutkin (2000) listed important 
problems inherent in the traditional practice of school psychology, including the prevalence of a 
medical model paradigm, the structure of school psychological services, and the growing 
incidence of problems facing young people and their families.  Some have taken a more alarming 
position, warning that practicing school psychologists might end up “exercising our culinary 
skills at a fast food restaurant if we don’t act differently now” (Tapasak & Keller, 1995, 201).   
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These and other experts recognize that the needs of schools and schoolchildren are 

changing and that the field of school psychology must also change if it is to sustain and expand 
its relevance.  The increasing recognition of a need to incorporate social and emotional 
learning/emotional intelligence (SEL/EQ) into the regular instructional program provides an 
exciting opportunity for school psychologists to redefine their roles.  The purpose of this article 
is to explore the definition and relevance of SEL/EQ within the school system and make specific 
recommendations for enhancing school psychologists’ roles to include attention to these 
important issues.  Roles in areas such as prevention programming, teacher and administrator 
professional development and collaboration with other educators and professional organizations 
are explored, as are recommendations for changes within professional training programs. 

 
Emotional Intelligence and Social and Emotional Competence: Definitions and Relevance 
 
 The most serious health and social problems confronting the U.S. today are caused in 
large part by behavior patterns established during youth (Kolbe, Collins & Cortese, 1997).  
These behaviors include alcohol, tobacco, and other drug use, sexual behaviors that put one at 
risk for unintended pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases, including HIV, and risk 
behaviors resulting in intentional or unintentional harm to self or others.  Recent evidence 
suggests that at least half of American children and youth are extremely or moderately 
vulnerable to the consequences of concurrent, multiple, high-risk social and health behaviors 
(Zins & Wagner, 1997).  Behaviors such as these not only contribute to a variety of serious 
health problems, but to poor educational and social outcomes, as well.  (Kolbe et al., 1997).  The 
most notable characteristic shared by all of these behaviors, however, is that they are entirely 
preventable (Kolbe et al., 1997).  
 

Elias and colleagues note that the successful development of certain skills can help 
prevent these kinds of high-risk behaviors (Elias, Lantieri, Patti, Walberg & Zins, 1999).  These 
authors include thoughtful decision-making, understanding signs of one’s own and others’ 
feelings, listening accurately, communicating effectively, and respecting differences among the 
most important of these skills.  Encompassing these areas and more, the concept of emotional 
intelligence offers us a broad context for discussing and addressing this interrelated set of skills 
and knowledge. 

 
The term “emotional intelligence” (EQ) was first introduced by Salovey and Mayer 

(1990).  They characterized it as a combination of the interpersonal and intrapersonal 
intelligences described in Howard Gardner’s model of multiple intelligences (McDowelle & 
Bell, 1997).  Salovey and Mayer (1990) defined emotional intelligence as “the subset of social 
intelligence that involves the ability to monitor one’s own and others’ feelings and emotions, to 
discriminate among them, and to use this information to guide one’s thinking and actions” (189).  
This conceptualization of EQ includes attention to the mental processes related to emotional 
information, such as: a) appraising and expressing emotions of self or others; b) regulating 
emotions of self or others; and c) utilizing emotions in adaptive ways (Salovey & Mayer, 1990).  
This model also acknowledges individual differences in processing styles and abilities related to 
emotional information. 
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Many others have helped to develop and enhance Salovey and Mayer’s original concept.  

In his best-selling book, “Emotional Intelligence: Why It Can Matter More Than IQ” (1995), 
Daniel Goleman described in detail the specific skills involved in social and emotional 
competence.  These include, but are not limited to: monitoring and controlling emotions and 
behaviors; coping with frustration and stress; social problem solving and decision making; 
communicating effectively verbally and non-verbally; controlling impulses and delaying 
gratification; working cooperatively with others; and initiating and maintaining friendships and 
other significant relationships.  Social and emotional intelligence, then, involves a multi-
dimensional and multi- faceted set of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviors that enable the 
successful management of a wide variety of important life tasks (Elias, Weissberg, Frey, 
Greenberg, Haynes, Kessler, Shwab-Stone, & Shriver, 1997). 

 
 Though recently introduced into the popular culture by Goleman (1995), research into the 
importance of this complex set of knowledge, skills, and behaviors is nothing new.  For example, 
the ability to form and maintain healthy relationships is a critical component of SEL and 
involves many of the skills described above.  The importance of peer relationships in childhood 
has long been recognized in the psychological literature as one of the most important aspects of a 
child’s development (Gresham & Elliot, 1993).  In fact, studies on the significance of peer 
relationships in childhood have appeared within the psychological literature since the 1930’s 
(Asher & Coie, 1990).  There are clear indications that a lack of peer acceptance in childhood is 
significantly related to a variety of high-risk and maladaptive behaviors (Masten, Morrison, & 
Pelligrini, 1985).  Children who are unpopular or rejected by their peer group perceive 
themselves to be less socially competent, have less positive expectations for social success, feel 
more depressed, and report more social anxiety and social avoidance than their peers (Parker & 
Asher, 1993).  These factors can seriously affect children’s feelings of well-being and may 
predict significant long term negative outcomes (Parker & Asher, 1993).  Research clearly 
indicates that successful interactions with peers represent s a critical developmental 
accomplishment that predicts long term life adjustment (Gresham, 1995). 
 
 Another critical component of social and emotional competence that has received much 
attention in the literature involves effective social problem solving and decision making.  The 
primary skills necessary for success in these areas include: noticing and understanding feelings; 
determining and selecting goals; generating alternative solutions; selecting appropriate solutions; 
and reflecting on the process (Elias & Tobias, 1996).  Research has shown that deficiencies in 
these skill areas are common among young people who experience a variety of academic, social, 
and health-related problems (Elias & Tobias, 1996).   
 
 Coping effectively with stress is another important and well-researched component of 
social and emotional competence.  Life stress in children and adolescents has been found to be 
related to a variety of negative health consequences, such as reports of diagnosed illnesses, self-
reports of physical health problems, absences from school, and visits to the doctor (Forman, 
1993).  Headaches, stomach aches, and chest pain have all been linked to stressful life events, as 
has the exacerbation of serious illnesses such as asthma, childhood cancer, and diabetes (Forman, 
1993).  Psychological problems such as anxiety, depression, eating disorders, and suicidal 
behavior have also been linked to stress in children and adolescents (Forman, 1993).  Effective 
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coping skills improve one’s ability to handle stress and increase one’s sense of personal 
competence (Forman, 1993). 
 The link between social and emotional intelligence and risk prevention has also been 
examined within the literature.  Young people who are psychologically competent tend to avoid 
high-risk activities and maintain behaviors that lead to positive outcomes (Zins & Wagner, 
1997).  Social and emotional learning can be directed toward the reduction, elimination, or 
mitigation of risk factors by intervening before the problem occurs (Zins & Wagner, 1997).  For 
example, skills in areas such as social interaction, conflict resolution, stress management, and 
assertiveness are all associated with lower levels of interpersonal violence (Zins & Wagner, 
1997).  The promotion of pro-social, caring behaviors and the associated prevention of negative 
and destructive behaviors is a critical component in the development of social and emotional 
competence for youth. 
 

It is clear, then, that the importance of a variety of social and emotional skills has long 
been recognized within the psychological literature.  A growing body of data suggests that 
emotional intelligence can be equally or even more powerful a predictor of life success than IQ 
(Goleman, 1995).  As a result, the study of the effect of emotions on performance in the 
classroom, workplace, and in personal relationships has been gaining credibility since the mid-
1980’s (McDowelle & Bell, 1997).  The evidence that has accumulated indicates that people who 
are socially and emotionally competent are at an advantage in all domains (Goleman, 1995).  The 
evidence also indicates that emotional and social intelligence is not fixed at birth, and can be 
systematically developed in individuals through learning and experience (Pasi, 1997).  
Coordinated, ongoing education to enhance these skills is both possible and desirable, and the 
school system can play a critical role in such efforts. 

 
Addressing Social Competence in Schools 
 
 Goals 2000: Educate America Act of 1994 is one of several recent federal initiatives 
acknowledging the importance of schools and school-community partnerships for providing 
quality services to American youth (Short & Talley, 1997).  The education reform movement 
embodied by Goals 2000 and other such legislation (e.g., Improving America’s Schools Act of 
1994; School- to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994; Health Security Act of 1994) comprises a 
broad pattern of comprehensive services that address health, social needs, and mental health, as 
well as traditional education standards for youth (Short & Talley, 1997). 
 
 Goals 2000 emphasizes the priority of providing students with skills to prepare them for 
responsible citizenship, productive employment, and the avoidance of drugs and violence.  Goals 
2000 also reflects the recent shift in emphasis from the teaching of traditional basic skills to 
instruction that recognizes the relevance of higher cognitive processes, including problem 
solving, analytical thinking, and decision making (Short & Talley, 1997).  The assumption 
implicit in these reform movements is that a clear and definite link exists among education, 
social issues, and health (Short & Talley, 1997). 
 
 On a state level, the New Jersey Core Curriculum Content Standards mandate that “our 
schools need to produce both excellent thinkers and excellent doers” (New Jersey Department of 
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Education, 1996, i).  The New Jersey Department of Education identified five cross-content 
standards to be applied to all areas of instruction.  These include requirements that all students 
will use skills in areas such as critical thinking, decision making, problem solving, and self-
management.  The individuals involved in the development of the standards, a cross-section of 
educators, parents, business and community leaders, acknowledged the importance of addressing 
the student as a whole person, due to the link between intellectual growth and emotional health.  
The standards further state that teachers, administrators, and others in the community have a 
responsibility to develop the values and skills young people need to succeed both academically 
and socially. 
 
 These national and local efforts acknowledge the importance of coordinating school and 
community-based services and emphasize the critical role of the school within a larger network 
of integrated service delivery.  Schools alone cannot and should not be expected to address all of 
the nation’s most serious health and social problems; responsibility for promoting psychological 
competence belongs to families, communities, and schools (Kolbe et al., 1997; Zins & Wagner, 
1997).  Schools do, however, provide a common setting for children and their families in the 
U.S.  The American school system provides an already existing infrastructure that reaches nearly 
48 million public and private school students every school day during the most formative years 
of their lives (Kolbe et al., 1997).  In schools across the country, children and adults work, play, 
eat, and live together for six hours a day, five days a week, 180 days a year, totaling a minimum 
of 5,400 hours per year (Gresham, 1995).  Schools, therefore, represent an ideal environment for 
teaching social behavior (Gresham, 1995). 
 
 Effectively utilizing the school system to affect the health and well-being of students 
means paying explicit attention to their social and learning needs.   Schools offer a place to 
reach children with basic and essential life lessons they may never get otherwise (Goleman, 
1995).  These lessons are directly related to the basic mission of the schools, to prepare young 
people to function effectively as citizens within a society (Forman, 1993).  More directly, “there 
is no school without a moral or mandated imperative to prevent students’ behavior problems, 
substance abuse, AIDS, and related difficulties” (Elias & Tobias, 1996, vii).   
 

While educators are increasingly acknowledging the importance of addressing social and 
emotional issues in school, many believe that it can be fostered “intuitively” (Elias et al., 1997).  
Researchers, however, note that social and emotional skills must be taught with the same effort 
and attention as “traditional” subjects like math and science, by trained professionals in a 
structured, sequenced, coordinated manner (Elias et al., 1997).  Goleman (1995) notes the danger 
of leaving the emotional lessons children learn to chance; in doing so, we “risk largely wasting 
the opportunity presented…to help children cultivate a healthy emotional repertoire” (286).   

 
Research on effective schools also supports the concept of strategically and 

systematically addressing SEL/EQ.  Levine and Lezotte (1990) described the characteristics of 
“unusually effective schools,” which included educational programs for students specifically 
designed to promote sensitivity as well as personal and social skill development.  Efforts at 
fostering a positive school climate and culture, such as developing a shared mission and striving 
towards cohesion, collaboration, and collegiality among faculty, were emphasized.  These 
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schools also stressed problem solving, decision making, and recognition of positive 
performance.  The skills of the school psychologist would prove to be invaluable in an 
environment dedicated to making social and emotional skill development a priority for students 
and staff. 

 
Relevance to School Psychology 
 
 According to Zins and Wagner (1997), opportunities for psychologists in schools to 
become involved in promoting psychological competence through social and emotional learning 
are virtually limitless.  School psychologists have developed expertise in several areas that are 
essential in effectively addressing SEL/EQ and related issues.  To begin, school psychological 
training is grounded in the study of the developmental, social, emotional, and educational needs 
and behaviors of young people, as well as methods for effectively addressing them.  An 
understanding of the complexities of working within the context of the school and experience 
providing consultative and training services to school personnel are also necessary.  Finally, 
training and expertise in the foundations of needs assessment, program design, implementation, 
and evaluation are all crucial.  Within the school system, this set of knowledge, skills, and 
abilities is unique to the school psychologist. 
 
 An understanding of school settings is another critical area of expertise for the competent 
school psychologist.  Implicit in the mindset of school psychology is the belief that 
psychological issues are best addressed within the client’s natural environment (Reynolds et al., 
1984).  As a member of the school system, school psychologists develop a thorough, first-hand 
understanding of the child’s natural environment.  This understanding is also a critical 
component of working with adults in the school, such as teachers and administrators.   
 
 Due to the indirect-service nature of the role, school psychologists must receive training 
and practice in providing comprehensive services to school personnel.  The success of 
psychological interventions is dependent on the adults who interact directly with students, rather 
than the school psychologist him/herself.  The true administration and execution of school 
psychological treatment is most often in the hands of teachers, parents, and administrators 
(Reynolds, Gutkin, Elliot & Witt, 1984).  A special strength of the school psychologist is the 
understanding s/he brings of human behavior, of children as well as adults, and his/her 
understanding of the fundamentals of working in consultative and training roles with adults in 
this context (Curtis & Stollar, 1995).  
 

Finally, school psychologists have learned and practiced the skills involved in effective 
assessment and evaluation.  Assessment skills are basic to school psychological training, and 
school psychologists learn to use these skills to understand a variety of levels within the school 
system.  Needs assessment may involve one individual student, teacher, or administrator.  It may 
involve a classroom, grade level, school, or district.  Assessing the needs of educators and 
administrators with respect to professional development and training is a natural extension of 
those skills that addresses the “higher calling” of school psychologists to begin creating healthy 
environmental systems (Conoley & Gutkin, 1995).  “School psychologists are the best trained 
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mental health and educational specialists in the schools today,” and “should be the primary 
facilitators of…organizational change and strategic planning processes,” (Knoff, 1995, 211).   

 
Recommendations for School Psychologists 
 
 Many authors have responded to longstanding demands for role and function changes 
within school psychology with a wide variety of recommendations for action.  For example, 
Sheridan and Gutkin (2000) propose a paradigm shift for the field in the 21st century, including 
changes in theory and practice on individual, group, and organizational levels.  These authors 
discuss the need to develop a more ecological model for the field, interpreting behavior as a 
function of interactions between the individual and environment.  Sheridan and Gutkin begin 
with recommendations for strong connections between school psychologists and schools, 
families, and communities.  At the same time, a gap exists between theory and practice related to 
addressing social and emotional learning in schools; while the importance SEL/EQ has become 
increasingly well established and accepted, no discipline has stepped up to lead the process.  The 
remainder of this article will be devoted to examining ways in which school psychological 
practice can change not only to address general concerns within the discipline about finding 
more innovative roles, but to lead the necessary efforts to address SEL/EQ and related issues in 
schools today.   
 
Promoting Health and Reducing Risk Behavior 
 
 In their recent article on examining the school psychology paradigm, Sheridan and 
Gutkin (2000) begin their recommendations with a call to reduce school psychologists’ 
involvement in identifying and measuring problems and to increase involvement in prevention 
and the promotion of wellness.  “There is every reason to believe that school psychologists can 
be at the forefront in establishing primary and secondary prevention programs,” designed to help 
students achieve life success (490).  The present authors agree and believe that this is the first 
step to expanding school psychologists’ roles in relation to promoting SEL/EQ in schools. 
 
 To begin, school psychologists should be the premiere experts in their schools and 
districts on effective programs and curricula available to address SEL/EQ.  Much of the 
groundwork to support this role has been done and continues to be done by the Collaborative for 
the Advancement of Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL).  CASEL is currently conducting a 
comprehensive review of over 80 nationally available SEL programs (see www.casel.org for 
descriptions).  School psychologists should take an active role in learning about the programs 
available to their schools and also of the funding sources available to support such initiatives.  
For example, the New Jersey Character Education Partnership Initiative was developed to assist 
public schools to adopt validated programs to promote positive student behaviors and create a 
caring school climate (New Jersey Department of Education, 2000).  Funding is available for 
every school district and charter school in the state to implement such programs.  Not only 
should school psychologists be the primary advocates for initiating effective programming in 
their schools, they should personally be leading these efforts at the school level. 
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 One way school psychologists can take the lead is to be involved directly as facilitators 
of social and emotional education and related activities for students.  As noted earlier, the 
teaching of social and emotional skills should be executed in a systematic and coordinated 
manner that mirrors the teaching of more traditional subjects.  Lessons should include a clearly 
stated purpose and objectives and structured, step-by-step activities designed with attention to 
multiple intelligences and varied learning styles.  Social and emotional skills education, 
however, requires a specific set of knowledge and skills not necessarily common to traditional 
classroom teachers.  Instructors must have a thorough knowledge of child and adolescent 
development in order to affect behavior, and knowledge of learning styles and behavior change 
methodologies are critical.  SEL/EQ educators must know how to facilitate discussions on 
sensitive topics such as anger management, violence, building healthy relationships, substance 
abuse, sexuality, and risk behaviors.  Training often utilizes small group, cooperative learning 
methods, and these educators must understand group dynamics and group stage development in 
order to make a true impact on students.  As the most well- trained mental health professionals in 
schools (Sheridan & Gutkin, 2000), school psychologists should already possess the knowledge 
and skills necessary to engage in this sort of innovative programming.  CASEL has delineated a 
comprehensive Pre-K through Grade 12 “scope and sequence” for SEL skills and the 
instructional methodologies and classroom environments most facilitative of skill development 
(Elias et al., 1997). 
 

Some school psychologists have already begun to expand their roles to include these 
activities.  For example, several middle school-based school psychologists are currently working 
with one of the present authors to implement a youth leadership development program designed 
to reduce the incidence of substance use among 7th and 8th grade students.  The program, New 
Jersey Peer to Peer, is sponsored by the New Jersey Department of Health and Senior Services 
and coordinated by the Princeton Center for Leadership Training.  These school psychologists 
have taken the lead in initiating program efforts at their schools by gaining the support of critical 
stakeholders including administrators, faculty, and parents.  They have recruited teams of school 
and community-based professionals to work with them on the development and management of 
the project.  These teams have received comprehensive training in all of the areas listed above as 
necessary to this type of education.  And most importantly, these school psychologists meet 
regularly with groups of students who receive intensive, experiential training in areas such as 
reducing risk behavior, problem solving, decision making, conflict resolution, stress and anger 
management, talking with parents and peers about substance abuse and other related issues.  The 
skills displayed by these school psychologists can also be strategically applied to developing 
professional development opportunities for other professionals around social and emotional 
learning and emotional intelligence. 

 
Professional Development for Teachers and Administrators  
 
 Critical roles exist for school psychologists at every stage of the professional 
development process for educators.  School psychologists should take responsibility for 
informing administrators of the importance of incorporating SEL/EQ into learning opportunities 
for students.  They could then work directly with administrators and staff to develop personal 
learning goals for training based on observations of school climate and student needs.   
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School psychologists could also provide training directly to faculty and staff around 
SEL/EQ-related issues.  The New Jersey Association of School Psychologists has undertaken an 
initiative to bring social and emotional learning to school psychologists and related professionals 
in the state’s 30 highest risk districts, many of which are in urban areas.  That Association has 
also conducted professional development sessions at annual and regional conferences of the New 
Jersey Educational Association and other forums beyond those attended primarily by school 
psychologists.  School psychologists in leadership roles at the Princeton Center for Leadership 
Training (PCLT), a New Jersey-based non-profit organization specializing in leadership 
development programs for students, educators, and parents, frequently provide professional 
development to other educators.  Most recently, PCLT conducted a conference for over 450 
teachers and administrators to explore options in instruction and programming related to 
character education and SEL. 

 
As a regular presence in the school rather than an external consultant, the school 

psychologist would then be available to assist teachers and administrators in integrating 
information and skills learned in training into practice at school.  With their training in 
consultation, assessment, and evaluation, school psychologists could monitor implementation 
efforts and design and execute a broad-based evaluation of the impact any changes have had on 
school climate and student outcomes.  This is just one way that school psychologists can take the 
lead in initiating collaborative efforts across all fields involved in the social and emotional 
education of school children. 
 
Collaborative Efforts with Other Educators  
 

In order to be recognized as leaders of significant change efforts, school psychologists 
must convince teachers, administrators, parents, and community members of the value of their 
new roles.  This is critical because school psychologists most often work within systems 
controlled by non-school psychologists.  “If we school psychologists are the only ones reading 
about and/or discussing our own ideas then we will not be involved in systems-wide efforts to 
change our roles and functions” (Tapasak & Keller, 1995, 202). 

 
 The practical action needed here begins with collaborative efforts with other educators.  
School psychology professional organizations (i.e., NASP, APA Division #16) should 
collaborate with those of teachers, supervisors, and administrators to co-sponsor conventions and 
professional development seminars around SEL/EQ.  School psychologists also need to become 
familiar with the research and philosophies of these groups, and publish in the journals and 
magazines that are supportive of alternative roles and of improved service to children (Tapasak 
& Keller, 1995).  CASEL is an example of an organization that is actively involved in convening 
multidisciplinary collaborators to advance theory and practice in the school-based promotion of 
social and emotional learning. 
 
 A systems perspective to school psychological intervention is also necessary to ensure a 
place for school psychologists in the implementation of SEL/EQ-related activities and programs 
for children and youth.  All members of the school and community system must understand and 
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value system improvement if school psychologists wish to adopt new roles.  One practical 
means to this end takes the form of psychoeducation, a skill at which all school psychologists 
should be proficient.  System participants must be educated as to the importance of supportive 
human relations, clear communication, and positive school climate (Schmuck, 1990).  This 
process involves training members of the system in active assessment, diagnosis, and 
transformation of their own organization (Schmuck, 1990).  The school psychologist as educator, 
then, can enhance the potential for the school psychologist as trainer, consultant, organizational 
developer, designer, and evaluator.   
 It is important to note, however, that until new roles are available, many professionally 
trained school psychologists who are interested in pursuing these activities will choose to do so 
outside of the school system.  The Princeton Center for Leadership Training currently employs 
several doctoral- level school psychologists, including one of the present authors, as directors of 
statewide prevention education programs.  These school psychologists cite frustrations with the 
limitations of traditional school-based roles coupled with a strong desire to be involved in 
systems-level social and emotional education efforts as important reasons for working in a non-
school setting.  They also note that their school psychology training, in areas such as assessment, 
consultation, program development and evaluation, has prepared them well for their current 
activities.  Regardless of setting, school psychologists will never be able to enhance the potential 
for new and exciting roles without the training to effectively master new challenges. 
 
Recommendations for School Psychology Training 
 
 It is clear that school psychology training programs must assume a great deal of 
responsibility within the role change process (Tapasak & Keller, 1995).  For many current 
students, however, training programs involve “traditional and…unenlightened approaches to 
service delivery” while ignoring more progressive philosophies (Conoley & Gutkin, 1995, 214).  
Effective initiation and maintenance of change, however, depends on these progressive ideas. 

In order to address the social and emotional needs of students on a broad and  
comprehensive scale, school psychologists must be trained differently. In addition to 

courses on basic child psychology and development, core coursework for all school 
psychologists should include community psychology, organizational psychology, and health 
psychology.  Assessment courses should include attention to systems-wide needs and risk 
assessment, not just individual intellectual assessment.  Systems- level skills and models should 
also be emphasized in consultation courses; consultation models that involve one teacher, parent, 
or child are not necessarily relevant to the school psychologist primarily interested in 
organizational intervention.  “Without expertise in the psychology of systems change, it is highly 
unlikely that graduates will be able to impel local, state, and national systems to change” 
(Conoley & Gutkin, 1995, 211).  Training programs need enough flexibility to accommodate the 
changing demands of the field and the changing needs of students. 

 
 Organizational collaboration could take place between training programs in school 
psychology and those in education.  Courses in school organizational development and theory 
could be co-taught by faculty across disciplines.  Coursework and practice in systems level 
change in schools would gain new relevance if students from different specialties worked 
together as colleagues.   
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 Applied training experiences could change with relative ease, as well.  Instead of 
individual students seeing individual clients in a clinical setting, student teams could be 
developed that consult to classrooms, schools, and districts to tackle systems- level concerns 
related to school climate, adult working relationships, professional development, and other 
SEL/EQ-related issues.  Such a team could be hired-out for projects in local areas, forming an 
internal practicum experience for students.  These experiences would provide exciting and 
innovative approaches to school psychological training and practice and would provide schools 
with a valuable internal resource in the professional school psychologist. 
 
Conclusions  
 
 We have attempted to build on the recommendations of others in the field that roles for 
school psychologists be changed to encompass broader, more innovative functions by exploring 
the need to address social and emotional learning issues in schools.  The importance of 
addressing the social and emotional learning needs of students has been well-researched and 
clearly articulated in the literature.  A variety of recent national tragedies have made it all too 
clear that many young people have not developed the basic social and emotional skills needed to 
maintain healthy relationships and become productive members of the community.   
 

It is also clear what these important skills are; problem-solving, decision-making, 
communication, coping with frustration and stress, and controlling emotions are among the most 
critical.  Finally, it is evident that these skills can be taught consistently and comprehensively so 
children learn and benefit from them.  With appropriate training and efforts toward changing 
roles, school psychologists can be effective advocates and practitioners of this work.  They are in 
a pivotal position to take the lead in addressing the social and emotional needs of youth through 
prevention and health promotion programs, professional development for teachers and 
administrators, and collaborative efforts with other educators.  We hope that these efforts will not 
only expand opportunities for school psychologists but that they will engage teachers, parents, 
administrators and other adults in the critical work of addressing the social and emotional needs 
of young people as well. 
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