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Social and emotional learning (SEL) promotes growth in areas relared to the ability to 
navigate sirccesKhi(v the complex social and emotional tasks involved in developing a strong 
and healthy idenrin. This article explores the relevance of SEL to the field of Jewish 
education. particularly how it can be used to operationalize the skills needed for solid Jewish 
values. A specific SEL program is presented as well. 

he pressure is mounting for Jewish edu- T cators and Jewish schools to deliver more 
than they have everbeen asked to before. Not 
only are there heightened expectations for 
outcomes related to Jewish knowledge (What 
is this week's Torah pomon about? Who was 
the first Prime Minister of Israel?) and He- 
brew language (with the all &portant trial- 
by-fire. the Bar Mitzvah), but it is also essen- 
tial to forge strong positive emotional ties to 
Judaism to create a desire to maintain Jewish 
continuity, and to steep students in 
menschlehkeit. Synagogue-based religious 
schools are expected to do this in just 4 to 6 
hours per week. Day schools are expected to 
do all this plus mee: the rigorous academic 
and extra-curricular standards that will pre- 
pare students for college and beyond. 

Alongside the increased pressure on Jew- 
ish schools are societal forces that concern 
educators as Jews as well as Americans. Youth 
growing up in America today are bombarded 
with images of violence and disrespect, alter- 
native lifestyles, and even diverse forms of 
Jewish observance. The degree of exposure to 
information unfiltered by adult caregivers is 
unprecedented in human history (O'Neil, 
1997). Time spent on-line comes atthe expense 
of opportunities for forging meaningful inter- 
personal relationships. Paradoxically, our well- 
connected students are at risk of isolation, 

alienation, and poor social relationships. Stu- 
dents fail to reach their potential or develop the 
personal resources needed to handle the chal- 
lenges of adulthood, family, work. and citizen- 
ship. As a result, indicators of disrespect 
among youth, as well as their status on 42 
indicators of well-being. are at troubling levels 
(Goleman, 1995). 

Jewish youth are not shielded from these 
societal forces-they come to school with the 
same emotional and socia: issues as their 
peers. Moreover, Jewish educators see as a 
major goal of Jewish education the fostering 
of menschlehkeit in their students. This 
major Jewishvalue-that ofbeing arnensch- 
has been one of the few constants among the 
shifting landscape of American Jewry. But 
how to achieve this has been less consistently 
defined. 

As we envision the type of student we 
\\odd like to emerge from our Jewish educa- 
tional efforts, our image goes far beyond sim- 
ply the absence of the negative societal im- 
pacts described above. We picture young 
adults who care about their families, their co- 
workers, and those in their communities; 
who are committed to tikkun ohm and other 
Jewish communal causes; and who are pas- 
sionate, knowledgeable both in a Jewish and 
secular context, respectful of themselves and 
others. and able to solve problems in a peace- 
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ful. constructive manner. Vv‘e \\.auld like our 
students to take with them fond memories of 
their time in Jewish schools and to feel an 
attachment to Judaism and JeLvish education. 

Further, we want Jewish schools to build 
Jenish identity and to contribute to spiritual 
development. These goals too have social 
and emotional aspects. Jewish students are 
developing memories-for better or for 
worse-regarding Jewish learning and Je\v- 
ish practice that will affect their decisions in 
later life. Our attempts to foster Jewish 
identity, especially with adolescents, must be 
understood in terms of the greater search for 
self-identity and self-expression being un- 
dertakenby the student (Elias 8: Kress, 1999). 

The intense impact of emotional and so- 
cial experiences on identity in general and on 
Jewish identity specifically is supported by 
recent research into how the brain works 
(Sylwester, 1995) and by everyday common- 
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sense observations. Our memories and be- 
liefs are supported by the emotional and 
social experiences that accompany their cre- 
ation. What is of particular relevance to 
Jewish educators is the centrality of social 
and emotional skills in developing a sense of 
Jewishness. Writing about promoting spiri- 
tual growth in public schools, Charles Suhor 
(1998i99, p. 14) suggests that teachers can set 
the stage by providing “person-to-person con- 
tact. close communication, and cognitive in- 
trospection and metacognitive understand- 
ing.” Rabbi Harold Kushner, responding to 
ihe issue of how public schools can address 
spiritual growth in children. points out the 
importance of a climate of cooperation and 
mutual respect (Scherer, 1998!1999). Rachael 
Kessler (1997, p. 13), who has done pioneer- 
ing work in showing the linkages between 
social and emotional issues and spirituality, 
notes, “Any program that helps students dis- 
cover and express their feelings, values, 
dreams, and concerns in an atmosphere of 
respect and caring from their teachers and 
peers is nourishing spiritual growth in chil- 
dren and youth.” Karen Stein (1999) has 
discussed the need for those working with 
adolescents around issues of prayer and spiri- t 

milty to create environments in which adolrs- 
xn t s  are comfortable with the ongoing intro- 
spection involved in meaningful prayer. She 
also identifies the importance ofrelating prayer 
to the teen’s personal life experiences. Stein 
discusses the role of informal Jewish educa- 
tion, particularly informal summer experiences. 
in creating positive social and emotional cli- 
mates for Jewish spiritual gro\sth. She de- 
scribesa scene ofparticipants on a summer trip 
praying on the edge of the Grand Canyon, and 
the power of that experience. Clearly, the 
spiritual, the social, and the emotional are 
interlinked. 

Too often, though, these issues and goals 
get lost in the pressures for academics and 
preparation for college. We see this as a false 
dichotomy; it is futile to work toward the 
cultivation of academic. intellectual skills 
without attending to the social and emotional 
development of Jewish students. A student 
who is admitted 10 a competitive university 
but lacks internal motivation and goal-set- 
ting may not be able to sustain academic 
achievement in the less-structured environ- 
ment that is true of most colleges. Perhaps of 
equal or greater importancet such a student 
may also have difficulty sustaining Jewish 
identity and practices. 

The relevance and historical precedent of 
moral education to Jewish educators have 
been demonstrated clearly (Ingall, 1999). In 
this article, we share our experiences in the 
field of social and emotional learning (SEL). 
.4lthough they have been drawn primarily 
from work in secular educational settings, we 
show SEL’s relevance to Jewish education 
and share work that has been done by innova- 
tors in the field of Jewish SEL. It has been our 
experience that SEL can be an organizingprin- 
ciple for the various goals ofJewish education 
as described above and that social and emo- 
tional skills underlie not only successful inter- 
and intra-personal functioning but also sound 
academic shlls. 

SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL LEARNING 
(SEL): KEY PRINCIPLES 

Social and emotional learning, as articu- 
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lated by Elias and colleagues (1997), is an 
approach to education that is designed to 
strengthen a person’s ability to understand, 
manage, and express the social and emo- 
tional aspects of life in ways that enable the 
successful management of such life tasks as 
learning, forming relationships, solving ev- 
eryday problems, adapting to the complex 
demands of growth and development, and 
forging an adult identity. SEL can be seen as 
an application of the theory of emotional 
intelligence as articulated by Salovey and 
Mayer (1990), Goleman (1995), and others. 
A wealth of psychological and educational 
research converges to suggest that social and 
emotional skills can be learned by students in 
classroom settings in ways that will enable 
them to put these skills to use in real-life 
situations. However, teaching these skills 
requires a structured approach and cannot be 
left to good intentions, good advice from 
teachers to students, or good luck. 

Guidelines for the promotion of SEL (Elias 
et al., 1997) have been published and circu- 
lated to over 125,000 educational leaders by 
the Association for Supervision and Curricu: 
lum Development. A comprehensive ap- 
proach to addressing SEL emphasizes the 
following areas, which we have reframed as 
“The Four Questions of SEL Programming”: 

1. 

2. 

3 .  

4. 

To what extent does the cumculum in- 
clude the skills and competencies of 
menschlehkeir, e.g, empathy, self-con- 
trol, listening, communicating, and prob- 
lem solving? 
How are we instructing students about 
healthy lifestyles and avoidance of prob- 
lem. behaviors, such as addictions, vio- 
lence, Zashon hara (gossip), and sinat 
chinam (senseless hatred)? 
Are we helping students cope with transi- 
tions and crises and to develop the ability 
to access resources, both internal and 
external supports, during times of stress, 
e .g ,  divorce of parents, high-school and 
college applications and transitions? 
To what extent do we provide opportuni- 
ties for meaningful and ongoing rilikuit 

olam and gemilur chasadim (deeds of 
lovingkindness) and the chance to de- 
velop a sense of meaningfulness and pur- 
pose through service in the community? 

SEL programs focus on the skills needed 
for social and emotional competence, which 
are quite close to what in the Jewish tradition 
is referred to as menschlehkeir and are often 
included, at least conceptually, in lessons on 
derekh eretz and mussar. These skills should 
be taught through direct instruction and rein- 
forced throughout the day. This often runs 
contrary to misconceptions we hold regard- 
ing the acquisition of these skills. 

Too often we expect that social and emo- 
tional skills will be learned by osmosis, picked 
up along the way, or are just something you 
know. Worse, some consider these skills tobe 
a matter of inborn character. We would 
hardly say such a thing about grammar, math, 
Hebrew language, or any other part of the 
cumculum SEL skills can be taugh4 learned, 
and improved, even among children who are 
suffering from such conditions as autism, 
Asperger’s syndrome, and attention deficit 
disorder with hyperactivity. 

A related tendency is to equate t e l h g  
students about SEL with teaching SEL skills. 
We often, for example, tell our students to be 
respectful. We may even read a story from the 
Bible about respect. Yet, respect can be a 
vague concept. Do we operationalize for 
students how to speak respectfully, for ex- 
ample? What is or is not a respectful tone of 
voice or body posture? Do students have a 
chance to practice being respectful and get 
feedback on their efforts? 

The time pressures and packed curricula 
faced by teachers reinforce this “teach and 
move on” approach to SEL. However, stu- 
dentsmust be able to demonstrate their ability 
to perform these skills before we can assume 
that they have been attained. If they cannot 
demonstrate these skills, teachers must keep 
working on a few distinct skills until their use 
becomes routine. 

A further misconception is that these skills 
can be promoted through a magic bullet ap- 
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proach to SEL-relymgon bnef intsn entions. 
often delivered by non-classroom pexorm!- 
to teach social and emotional skills. \\‘bile 
assemblies, mitzvah artprojects. T71IdOh (good 

high-stakes competltlve game To illustrate 
the learning process. e present one approach 
to S E L p r o g r a m g .  rhe Social Decision Mak- 
ingaSocia1 Problem Sol\ ing (SDM‘SPS) pro- 
gam. deed) of the month programs. and the like 
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have their place, they must be pan of 3 school-‘ --- - 

\ 
wide approach that begins in the classroom. THE SOCIAL DECISIO3 l l A K l X G /  
Indeed, successful programs are inttprsted 
into the general academic cumculurn sild 
should be seen as going hand in hand \vith 
curricularcontentareas(3orris &mess.  1000). 

Successful efforts to build children’s SEL 
skills start in the early elementary grades-or 
even preschool-andlast through high school. 
Establishing a common language for social 
and emotional shlls allows these skills to be 
reinforced by various school personnel 
throughout the day and facilitates the devel- 
opmental attainment of skills as students 
progress through the grades. 

The adage-“The task is not yours to 
finish, but neither are you free to desist from 
it” (Pirke Avot Il:21)-can thus be seen as 
relevant to the teaching of SEL skills. Pro- 
gramming for parents-teaching them how 
to use, prompt, and reinforce these skills in 
the home-can be based on classroom efforts. 

We find it helpful to compare the process 
of learning social and emotional skills to that 
of learning how to play a sport or musical 
instrument. Both require that complex be- 
havioral goals be broken down into smaller 
parts, and clear expectations for social ana 

1 emotional behavior established. Teachers 
j model these behaviors for their studem. Stll- 
\ dents have an opportunity to role play and 
: practice these components and receive feed- 
1 back from the teacher. 
i It is best that such instruction and practice 

occur in a safe setting in the classroom. We do 
j not learn best when we are highly stressed, yet 

we tend to pick just these times to teach about 
social andemotional shlls. Considerthe famil- 
iar image of a very angry student being told by 
a teacher, “Just count to lo!” The student is 
then not at a point of readiness to learn tech- 
niques on how to calm down and may even 
become more upsetby being told to do so. We 
would not expect to teach people how to play 
basketball by putting them into the midst of a 

SOCI.4L PROBLE\I  SOL\’ISC 
( S D W S  P S ) P RO G R-\ l I 

The Social Decision hlaking Social Prob- 
lem Solving (SDMSPS) program was cre- 
ated in 1979 through collaborative efforts 
among psychologisrs and educators from 
Rutgers University, the Uiliversity of Medi- 
cine and Dentistry of Sew Jersey, and school 
districts in New Jersey. Over the years, 
curriculum guides have been developed for 
the elementary (Elias & Clabby, 1989) and 
middle-school grades (Elias. 1993; Elias Br 
Tobias, 1996). A book written specifically for 
parents helps carry over school-based pro- 
gramming (Elias, Tobias. & Friedlander, 
1999,2000). The program is implemented in 
the classroom by trained teachers (or other 
staff). The program has undergone extensive 
research (Bruene-Butler et a].. !99?) and has 
received commendation fiom the National 
Education Goals Panei 3nd the Character 
Education Partnership. SDMSPS can be 
broken down into three “phases”: Readiness. 
Instruction, and Application (see Table 1). 

Readiness Skills 

The Readiness Skills phase covers the 
fundamental components of self-control and 
social awareness/group participation. These 
skills are essential building blocks, or needed 
tools, for proper decision making. Lacking 
self-control and social awareness, we are un- 
likely to engage in productive problem solving 
and are subject to the “emotional hijacking” 
(Goldman, 1995) that derails rational thought 
during high-stress situations. 

A major focus of the Readiness Phase is 
setting the stage for effective conflict man- 
agement and fostering self-discipline and 
socially responsible behavior in the face of 
difficult situations. To begin to address these 
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