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skills training, interpersonal problem solving and conflict 
resolution, and management of behavioral crises at school.

Social Skills Training
Many students with emotional or behavioral disor-
ders have difficulty interacting successfully with their 
peers, teachers, and other adults they daily encounter. 
Deficits in social skills can lead to alienation from peers, 
impaired interpersonal relationships, and academic fail-
ure in addition to difficulties with independent living 
in adulthood (Kauffman & Landrum, 2013; McGrath, 
2014; Smith et al., 2016).

Social skills training can occur at any level of pre-
vention—primary, secondary, or tertiary—and some 
professionals have called for the implementation of pri-
mary (schoolwide) social skills training programs and the 
infusion of social skills instruction into the curriculum 
(Bambara et al., 2015; Scheuermann & Hall, 2016). “The 
purpose of social skills training is to teach students a com-
plex response set that allows them to adapt to the numerous 
problems that occur in social situations” (Vaughn & Bos, 
2015, p. 89).

Social skills training often uses direct instruction to 
teach students appropriate social behaviors. It assumes that 
behavioral problems in the classroom reflect social skill 
deficits and that social skills are learned behaviors; conse-
quently, they can be taught. Examples of these skills include 
correctly interpreting body language, receiving negative 
feedback, understanding the feelings of others, and main-
taining a conversation (Vaughn & Bos, 2015). Social skills 
training attempts to develop pupils’ social competence. The 
end goal is to increase their social acceptance, friendship-
making skills, and ability to participate successfully in 
school and community activities and functions.

The importance of teaching social skills to students with emotional or behavioral 
disorders cannot be overstated, as adequate social skills are critical precursors to aca-
demic instruction. Unless pupils have the basic social skills—asking for assistance, 
following directions, and adhering to classroom rules, routines, and procedures—
attempts to teach academics to these students will be largely unsuccessful. Research 
on the effectiveness of social skills training has yielded mixed results (Scheuermann & 
Hall, 2016; Vaughn et al., 2014). Most of the concerns regarding this approach have 
centered on the generalization and maintenance of social skills. Although a student 
may be able to demonstrate a specific social skill during a role-playing situation, that 
same skill may not be demonstrated in more natural settings such as the classroom or 
playground. Careful planning of interventions with attention directed toward general-
ization of skills becomes crucial (Carter & Hughes, 2013).

Interpersonal Problem Solving and Conflict Resolution
Closely related to social skills training is the teaching of interpersonal problem solving 
and conflict resolution. Interpersonal problem solving focuses on teaching students 
the “thinking” skills necessary to avoid and resolve interpersonal conflicts, resist peer 
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Psycho-Educational Services, 2001), p. 17. Reprinted with permission.

social skills training: Using 
direct instruction to teach students 
appropriate social behaviors; the 
goal is to increase individuals’ social 
competency and acceptance.

interpersonal problem solving: 
Teaching pupils the cognitive 
skills needed to avoid and resolve 
interpersonal conflicts, peer pressure, 
and ways of coping with stress and 
their own feelings.
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