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1 Introduction to Social 
Decision Making/Social 
Problem Solving fSDM/SPSJ 
Lessons 

OBJECTIVES • To introduce and orient students to SDM/SPS meetings 

MATERIALS 

• To establish ground rules for SDM/SPS meetings 

• To introduce and participate in a Sharing Circle 

• To introduce and provide opportunities to practice Speaker Power, 
and to establish Speaker Power as shared language and a skill 
prompt 

• To build a sense of group trust, belonging, and cohesiveness 

Chalkboard or easel pad 

Speaker Power object 

Poster board and markers 

"Suggested Sharing Circle Questions" (Worksheet 2.1.1) 

Copies of the "Introduction to Sharing Circles" Take-Home (Work
sheet 2.1.2) 

PREPARAnON It is helpful to have chairs in a circle for a Sharing Circle, or if this is not 
possible some arrangement that will allow the children to see one another. 
This format will eventually be used as a vehicle for working through the 
problem-solving steps during formal lessons and class discussions of 
problem solving. Determine the location and arrangement of the Sharing 
Circle and decide how to have the children settle into it. Many teachers 
have found it successful to ask the students for ideas about efficient ways 
to move into a Sharing Circle. 

NOTE After the group has compiled a list of rules, write them on a sheet of poster 
board and display them prominently. As rules are refined and new rules 
added, change the list accordingly. (Students can help by adding drawings 
or decorations to the poster.) 
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46 TOPIC 1 

INSTRUCTIONAL ACTMTIES 

1 . Describe the meetings. 

Have children sit in a circle so they can see one another. 

Begin by telling students that they will be having lessons that will help 
them learn skills for getting along with other people and making good 
decisions. Knowing how to make decisions that will help solve prob
lems and being able to get along with other people are important in 
second grade and will also help them be successful and healthy as they 
grow up. You can say something along these lines: 

just as some people are better than others in solving math prob
lems or playing sports, some people are already good at some 
of the skills we will be learning about, but everyone can learn 
some new things and improve their skills in this important area. 

These skills will help the class work together as a problem-solving 
team. Explain the idea in terms like these: 

We are doing this because we all have times when we do not 
know what to do. Our social decision making lessons will help 
us understand our feelings and what we can do to solve prob
lems and make good decisions. 

Tell the children where and when the lessons will take place. The days 
and times for skill instruction and skill-building activities can be 
posted as part of the regular schedule of events in the classroom. 

2. Establish rules and agreements. 

Tell the class that to work as a problem-solving team, they will first 
have to decide on some rules to follow so the meetings will go well. 
Ask the children to volunteer some rules that would help make every
one feel good about being a member of this team. Keep a list on the 
chalkboard or easel pad. Ask them to think about what would make 
them feel good about sharing their ideas and how they would like to 
be treated. Then ask: 

What are some things that would make you not feel good 
about being part of this team? 

Rules should be brief, written down, and posted visibly for future ref
erence. Here is a sample of some basic rules: 

• Allow one person to talk at a time. 

• Listen to the person who is speaking. 

• Respect one another. 

• No put-downs. 
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Talk with the class about what to call this list (for example: Class Rules, 
Problem-Solving Team Rules). The rules can be adjusted as the meet
ings proceed to pick up on cue phrases as you establish them; for 
example, "Allow one person to talk at a time" can be stated more sim
ply as "Practice Speaker Power" once the students know what that 
means. 

When making a poster or sign containing the group rules, work with 
the students to decide on a picture or symbols to accompany the 
words. Children often have good ideas for symbols and can sometimes 
do the drawing. 

3. Introduce the Sharing Circle. 

Explain that the first activity the class is going to learn is called a 
"Sharing Circle." Explain the ground rules for the Sharing Circle: 
Everyone (children, teachers, visitors in the room) in turn will at least 
say their name and then have a chance to answer a Sharing Circle 
question. 

Go around the circle and give everyone an opportunity to share their 
name. You may wish to start out with your own name to demonstrate 
the process. 

4. Introduce Speaker Power. 

Select an object (magic wand, stuffed animal, scarf, ruler, pen ... ) 
that will be passed to the person speaking to designate a turn to talk. 

A Speaker Power object helps remind us to respect the person 
who is speaking. Others are expected to listen quietly until 
Speaker Power reaches them. 

Be sure to let students know that as the teacher, you always have a 
kind of invisible Speaker Power. You will ask for the object when it 
fits into the lesson to do so, but it's your job to speak whenever you 
regard it as necessary. 

5. Complete a group exercise using Speaker Power. 

Begin by asking a simple and nonthreatening question that will allow 
everyone in the group to have a turn. Let the students know that there 
are no right or wrong answers and they can share with the group any
thing that comes to mind as long as it addresses the question. During 
the initial Sharing Circle, it is a good idea to set the tone for further 
circles. Remind children that they are not being asked to agree with 
everything that is being said: 

Remember that you can agree or disagree with someone's 
statement but still accept the person. Sometimes people think 
the same idea as others and that is OK. Other times someone 
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might share an idea that is different {rom what you think, and 
that is OK, too. 

Here are some sample first questions that we have found to be use
ful group builders: 

• What is something that happened to you that made you feel 
happy? 

• What is your favorite flavor ice cream? 

• If you could be an animal for one day, what kind of animal would 
you be? 

Compliment students when they respect Speaker Power. When nec
essary, remind them they may only speak if they are holding Speaker 
Power. If you begin to observe a loss of attention, ask if you can please 
have Speaker Power and say you will give it back in a minute. 

Then ask the students how they think it went. What was easy or hard 
about remembering to use Speaker Power? How did it feel to have 
Speaker Power? Then begin again and continue to pause for feedback 
as needed. 

As time permits, ask the children two or three additional questions 
that will gradually reveal something new about them to their class
mates. After each question, have some children answer, then move 
on to the next question. The following questions have been found to 
be quite useful for an initial group-building exercise: 

• What is your favorite food? (Why?) 

• What is your favorite time of day? (Why?) 

• If you were going to be the star of a television show, what show 
would you pick? (Why?) 

• If you could spend one hour talking to anyone you wanted to, who 
would you pick? (Why?) 

Additional Sharing Circle questions are provided as Worksheet 2.1.1. 

6. Introduce a Reflective Summary. 

7. Follow up. 

As outlined in the Introduction, ask students to reflect on the ques
tion "What did you learn from today's lesson?" Reinforce key themes, 
then go over any follow-up work. 

The following steps will help make sure that the students have a 
chance to continue working with the new concepts throughout the 
school day and at home. 
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Assignment 

Take-Home 

Help children prepare to contribute in the next lesson by providing 
them with the question you plan to use for the next Sharing Circle. 
Let them know that you will be using the cue words Speaker Power 
and Sharing Circle during other subjects and at other times in the day. 
Mention situations that the students suggested and encourage them 
to try using Speaker Power at those times. 

Distribute a letter to parents or guardians like the one presented in 
the Introduction at this time (if it hasn't been sent earlier or distrib
uted at Back to School Night) to introduce the SDM/SPS skill-building 
lessons to the students' families. 

Also distribute the "Introduction to Sharing Circles" Take-Home 
(Worksheet 2.1.2) and tell students that the handout will explain 
what the class does in Sharing Circles and give their parents some sug
gestions about when they could use Speaker Power. Ask students to 
tell parents or guardians about it. Let students know that they might 
also need to help teach them about Sharing Circles and Speaker 
Power. 

Plans to Promote Transfer and Generalization of Skill 

Plan ahead to provide opportunities for students to practice a Sharing 
Circle and the use of a Speaker Power object as part of an academic 
lesson or class discussion. 

For example: 

nPS FOR TEACHERS 

• Before a health lesson or gym class exercise, ask, "What is your 
favorite sport or physical activity?" 

• While reading a story, stop for a Sharing Circle and ask, "Who is 
your favorite person in the story so far? If you could say something 
to them or ask them a question, what would it be?" or "Who do 
you think has the biggest problem in this story? Why?" 

• During a social studies lesson, stop and ask a Sharing Circle ques
tion to help students relate to the content in a personal way. For 
example, "If you could ask the people we are learning about a ques
tion, what would you ask?" 

1. When getting started, it can be helpful to go fi.rst and model what 
is expected. Students often enjoy learning about their teachers
what makes the teacher feel happy or what kind of animal the 
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teacher would like to be-and this discovery helps begin an inter
est in what other people feel and think about a similar question. 

2. Class size and maturity are important factors in determining how 
the Sharing Circle will best operate. Sharing Circle questions 
should allow for self-expression without calling for personal infor
mation considered confidential. Students may not be aware of 
these limits, so it is important to avoid questions that pull for such 
information, and to politely interrupt, support, and redirect any 
responses that are inappropriate for a classroom skill-building les
son. For example, you could say: 

I can tell that you have strong feelings about this, and I want 
to hear about it. But it is better to talk about private things that 
happen at home privately, not in a large group. We can talk 
about this after we finish the lesson to respect the privacy of 
your family. Can you think of an example that happened to you 
at school or with your friends? 

Be sure to follow up and refer to another professional if what stu
dents share is outside your area of professional training. 

3. When introducing Sharing Circle, try to notice students who may 
need prompting to be drawn into the circle. Some teachers have 
been successful by allowing such students to pass and checking 
back later to see if they have thought of something to share. 
Seating, question choice, time to prepare, and many other ideas 
have been successful in engaging the quiet student. 

Also, recognize the "talkers"-the children who may need time lim
its set. Many creative ideas have been used to solve these 
problems-for example, preparing ahead with limits such as one 
sentence or one minute (measured with a timer), or taking talka
tive students aside to compliment them for their willingness to 
express themselves and ask them to help the teacher encourage 
others who are less willing to share. While there is no magic 
answer for all students or groups, it is important to develop and 
consistently implement strategies to encourage participation from 
more withdrawn students. It is equally important to encourage stu
dents who need to set limits on how much they dominate the talk 
time to share Speaker Power equitably. 

4. Many teachers we have worked with report that it becomes nat
ural and automatic to include skill prompts and practice of 
SDM/SPS skills within academic subject areas throughout the 
course of the day once students have mastered the basic skills. At 
initial stages of implementation, however, it is helpful to think 
ahead each week and include activities for skill practice within the 
lesson plans. Thinking ahead to identify situations and subject con
tent areas where the practice of SDM/SPS skills would fortify exist
ing objectives is helpful. Documenting these plans and monitoring 
the degree to which opportunities for students to practice and gen-
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eralize the skill they are learning to academic and real-life situa
tions helps ensure that teaching practices remain true to the 
instructional design that led to research-validated outcomes. It also 
helps teachers-in their role as adult learners-integrate new 
skills within the complex repertoire of teaching skills needed. 

5. Clear consequences should be established for disruption of the 
group by either aggressiveness or silliness. One strategy that has 
been successful for some students and groups is to fust remind dis
ruptive students about their agreement to keep the rules, such as 
respect one another, listen to one another, and attend to prompts 
for desired behavior. If this does not work, try having someone 
sit out for a few minutes, letting them know that you will be check
ing back in a few minutes to ask them if they are ready to come 
back and stick to the team agreements. This strategy is effective 
when the students enjoy the activities and don't want to be left 
out. As with any behavior management technique, it is important 
to find reinforcers and consequences that work for a particular 
child or group. 



WORKSHEET 2.1.1 Suggested Sharing Circle Questions 

1. Do you think you have too many chores? If you could assign the chores in your 
house, which ones would you take for yourself? 

2. If you could be invisible for a day, what would you do? 

3. Would you like to have an identical twin? What about it would be best? Worst? 

4. Imagine that your principal wanted to make school better and would change it in 
any way you suggested. What would you say to do? 

5. What are you the most proud of having done? What would make you even more 
proud? 

6. What was the luckiest thing that ever happened to you? 

7. If this Saturday you could do absolutely anything you wanted, what would you do? 

8. If you could be any animal for a day, which one would you be? Why? 

9. What is the best costume you ever wore? Would you like getting dressed up in cos
tumes once a week instead of just a few times a year? 

10. If you could pick any one food and have as much of it as you wanted-but nothing 
else-during the next week, what would you pick? 

11. If you could do one thing you are not allowed to do now because you are too 
young, what would you pick? 

12. If you could be an adult for one week, what would you do during the week? 

13. If you could have the ability to talk to one kind of animal, which would you choose 
and why? What would you talk about? 

14. Would you rather have more brothers and sisters than you have now or fewer? 
What do you think is the best size for a family? Why? 

15. If you had to pick a new first name for yourself, what would it be? 

16. If you could take a friend home with you after school, what would you show your 
friend? 

17. What is the best thing that could happen to you? The worst thing? 

18. What do you think is the best thing about being a child? The worst thing? 

19. If you could change one rule at school, which one would it be? At home? 

20. What do you want to do for a living when you grow up? How would you prepare 
for that? 

From Social Decision Making/Social Problem Solving: A Curriculum for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (Grades 2-3). 

Copyright© 2005 by Maurice J. Elias and Linda Bruene Butler. Research Press (800-519-2707; www.researchpress.com) 

52 



Social Decision Making/Social Problem Solving Take-Home 2.1.2 

Sharing Circles 
Dear Parents or Guardians: 

A Sharing Circle is an opportunity for everyone to share their feelings and thoughts. Everyone 
agrees to respect and listen to what others have to say. In the classroom, having regular Sharing 
Circles helps us to get to know each other better, learn about our similarities and differences, 
and practice ways to listen and respect each other. 

At home, you may want to develop and refine rules for conducting your own family Sharing 
Circle, and the following general guidelines may be helpful. 

Sharing Circle Guidelines 

1. Each member of the circle should have a chance to speak. It helps to pass around a 
Speaker Power object-a small, soft toy or something else that shows that the person 
talking is the one whose turn it is right now. 

2. Members who would rather not speak at any point in the discussion should be 
permitted to pass the Speaker Power object along without saying anything. 

3. The group should establish clear guidelines for responding to each member's remarks. 
Some prefer to reply to a remark as soon as it is made, while others would rather wait 
until after all members have spoken on a point. 

To try out a Sharing Circle, pick something to use for a Speaker Power object. Then sit in a 
circle where you can all see each other and ask, "What is the best thing that happened to you 
today?" Pass the object around the circle, while each person responds to the question. Others 
listen carefully without interrupting. Ask your child to show the family how. 

Your child may be asked in class to share what happened when you practiced this activity. 

Thank you! 

(Teacher signature) (Date) 

(Please sign and return this bottom section.) Sharing Circles 2.1.2 

Student ___________________________________________ Date ________________ __ 

We tried a Sharing Circle. DYes ONo 

If you did, how did it go? 

(Signature of parent or guardian) 
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