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Appendix B – Technical Supplement for the Qualitative Study 

This appendix presents supplemental information for the qualitative study used to produce the 

SEL standards and curriculum features. The literature review was developed to inform the interview and 

focus group questions and to set a framework for the corresponding narrative data that were the answers 

to those questions. We also selectively reviewed existing SEL measures in each of the six SEL domains. 

The initial 20 Larson et al. articles that were reviewed to develop the framework are listed with asterisks 

in the reference section. 

Next, the questions used to generate the narrative data are presented, by instrument. Finally, 

results from supplemental content analyses are presented to demonstrate the distribution of SEL practices 

across the eight exemplary offerings. 

Literature Review for Preliminary Coding Framework 

This literature review provided a preliminary coding framework for the qualitative analysis and 

supported the identification SEL practices as well as an early set of curriculum features. The review is 

organized by the six social and emotional skill domains, although empathy and teamwork were originally 

treated as a single SEL domain. 

 The review for each of the skill domains has three parts. First, we describe domain-specific staff 

practices and key youth experiences drawn from the Larson et al. corpus of research. Second, we 

summarize how the skills have been measured in previous research. Finally, we provide a table capturing 

the preliminary coding framework and skill descriptors for the domain. In addition, we provide a brief 

description of the curriculum features underlying the social and emotional learning across the domains. 

Emotion Management 

Review of the Larson et al. Literature on Emotion Management 

Youth programs that successfully teach emotion management foster an environment where teens 

repeatedly encounter a matrix of positive and challenging emotions and their causes and provide a space 

for the youth to manage their emotions through discussion, suppression, motivation, or attention (Rusk et 

al., 2013). Larson and Brown (2007, p. 1091) found in a study of a youth theater program that “positive 

emotions were encouraged and often spread throughout the group. Negative emotions were discussed 

openly and often elicited supportive responses that helped dispel them.” 

Youth also learn to manage the emotions of others by gaining knowledge of personality 

differences and experiencing empathy-building occasions with peers. Through this learning cycle, youth 



  

SEL Challenge Technical Report  94 
 

 

are able to begin to detect the causal roles of certain settings and factors, as well as how to best respond. 

A youth respondent in the theater program observed a learning cycle through his participation in the 

program, saying, “One thing drama has definitely taught me is that when you’re tired, you are emotional. 

If I’ve had a long day or the rehearsal has gone on a little bit too long, you really realize that you’re a lot 

angrier, you’re a lot [more] short-tempered, or a lot more emotional in pretty much every way than you 

would normally be” (Larson & Brown, 2007, p. 1092). 

Youth also learn to manage emotions by channeling what they are feeling into motivation or 

attention. A young athlete describes his experience by saying, “I was mad because I knew we could get to 

the playoffs if we do better. And I was scared because I didn’t think we would get better. [So] I started 

practicing. I would practice by myself so I could get better and release frustration. It made me practice 

harder” (Rusk et al., 2013, p. 253). 

Adult leaders in high quality programs normalize strong emotions and model appropriate and 

positive emotional management strategies. Leaders make themselves available to youth to coach problem 

solving and reflection during and after emotional moments. When youth look upset, a teacher in a youth 

program asks, “What happened? You were down low. Talk to me. What’s going on? Because I’ve seen 

that you just weren’t in it today” (Rusk et al., 2013, p. 255). Leaders in these settings work to cultivate an 

environment of emotional support, consistent with productive adult work groups that are mission-driven 

and relationship-centered (Larson & Brown, 2007). 

Measurement of Emotion Management Skills 

Researchers over the past decades have accumulated increasing evidence that emotion-related 

skills are important for personal well-being, social competence, personal relationships, and even academic 

learning. We define emotion management as the ability to be aware of, and constructively handle, both 

positive and challenging emotions. Through our work with expert practitioners, we have identified the 

following skill sets that comprise the broader emotion management domain: (1) Identify positive and 

negative emotions; (2) Reason about causes and uses of emotion; (3) Manage emotions for functional 

purpose. 

The skill sets for the emotional management domain tend to be identified in the field as aspects of 

emotional intelligence or of emotion regulation. In general, emotional intelligence is the ability to use 

emotional information to reason abstractly (Lippman, Moore, et al., 2014). Mayer and Salovey’s (1997; 

2004; 1990) theory of emotional intelligence explains the existence of four related branches of emotional 

intelligence arranged in a hierarchical order from the least to the most psychologically complex. Three of 

the four branches of Mayer and Salovey’s model align well to the three subdomains: Perceiving and 

Identifying Emotions is the ability to recognize how you and those around you are feeling and aligns to 

subdomain 1; Using Emotions to Facilitate Thought is the capacity to use emotions to assist thinking and 



  

SEL Challenge Technical Report  95 
 

 

aligns to subdomain 2; Understanding Emotions is the ability to analyze emotions, notice their trends over 

time, and understand their outcomes, and is contained within subdomain 2; and Managing Emotions is the 

ability to manage emotions in yourself and in others and aligns to subdomain 3. 

Related constructs in the Behavioral and Emotion Rating Scale (BERS-2) include Interpersonal 

Strength (e.g., reacts to disappointment in a calm manner), which measures the ability to control emotions 

and behaviors in social situations, and Affective Strength (e.g., acknowledges painful feelings), which 

focuses on the ability to give and receive affect (Epstein, Mooney, Ryser, & Pierce, 2004). 

 Other measurement concepts with some overlap in meaning with emotion management include 

self-regulation (Maxwell, 1989), self-management, optimism, emotional stability (Hogan, Johnson, & 

Briggs, 1997), impulse control (Gratz & Roemer, 2004), and hope. Processes for emotion regulation may 

include cognitive reappraisal (i.e., altering the emotional response by reinterpreting the meaning of the 

stimulus) and expressive suppression (i.e., where behavioral expressions of emotions are inhibited) 

(Gross, 2013). 

Other existing measures widely used in the field are focused on the lack of emotional 

management. For instance, the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale measures the absence of several 

of our constructs, including non-acceptance of emotional responses, lack of emotional awareness, limited 

access to emotion regulation strategies, and lack of emotional clarity. 

Preliminary Coding Framework and Skill Descriptors for Emotion Management 

Key Youth Experiences. Repeatedly encounter matrix of positive/negative emotions—stress, 

anger, frustration, anxiety, pride, elation; Repeatedly recognize emotions and their causes; Use if-then 

thinking about causes and outcomes; Repeatedly manage own emotions to optimize work and progress 

through challenges through discussion, suppression, motivation, attention, and flow; Repeatedly manage 

others’ emotions to optimize work and progress through challenges. 

Staff Practices. Fostering awareness of and reflection on emotion; Openness to discuss emotions; 

Suggesting strategies for managing emotions in self and others; Encourage problem solving. 

Skill and Belief Descriptors. Recognize emotions and their causes; Anticipate emotional 

dynamics for performance; Manage own emotions to optimize performance; Manage others’ emotions to 

optimize performance; Belief that self is capable of skills named above 

Teamwork/Empathy 

Review of the Larson et al. Literature on Teamwork/Empathy 

Researchers found that when students are exposed to others’ personal stories, they are able to 

form connections between their own experience and the experiences of others, and this connection 

transforms their motivation and the tone of their actions (Larson, 2011). A student explained, “In the 
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streets you don’t really go up to a person and talk. Right here you get the opportunity to actually talk to a 

person, you know, see what’s different about cultures” (Watkins, Larson, & Sullivan, 2007, p. 390). 

Building empathy in youth occurs in three stages: (1) interacting with groups different from their own; (2) 

gaining a better understanding of the groups; and (3) acting in ways that are informed by a greater 

awareness of diversity. According to the researchers “the program serves as a facilitative environment 

that provides conditions for youth to become empowered to change” (Watkins et al., 2007, p. 396). 

Learning empathy, teamwork, and leadership also provides youth with an opportunity to exercise 

emotional management and responsibility skills. A teen reflects that “by being captain [of the team], you 

have to represent your whole team. If you do something stupid, it looks like your whole team is doing 

it…a lot of people look up to you and they follow your example. Like if you started clapping because 

somebody got hurt and they walk off the field, everyone will do it. You just have to be the good example” 

(Dworkin, Larson, & Hansen, 2003, p. 23). Leadership is an important component of this domain, and 

also includes such skills as learning how to delegate tasks effectively, as well as learning to take and give 

feedback from others. 

Measurement of Empathy/Teamwork Skills 

Empathy and teamwork are necessary skills for navigating social interaction with peers, 

colleagues, and others. For this project, we define teamwork/empathy as abilities to collaborate and 

coordinate action with others and relating to others with acceptance, understanding, and sensitivity to 

their diverse perspectives and experiences. This definition focuses on social skills and empathy as applied 

in a group setting where the group needs to work together to accomplish a specific task, goal, or purpose. 

Therefore we selected the label teamwork instead of a more generic label such as prosocial skills or 

communication skills. Empathy/teamwork also captures the element of cultural sensitivity, of particular 

importance in a multicultural group, as well as personal sensitivity to others’ feelings. 

Through our work with expert practitioners, we have identified the following skill sets that 

comprise the empathy/teamwork domain defined above, and which are especially of interest in out-of-

school time programs: (1) Values own/others perspectives and stories with sensitivity to context; (2) 

Practices respectful and effective communication within a team; (3) Coordinates and supports action 

toward team goals. The teamwork/empathy skill sets correspond loosely to objects of measurement 

identified in other standard measures in the field.  

The widely used Social Skills Rating Scale (SSRS; Gresham & Elliott, 1990) delineates Empathy, 

Cooperation, Self-Control and Assertion as subscales. Our definition of the empathy/teamwork domain 

overlaps with three of the four SSRS subscales. SSRS Empathy corresponds to subdomain 1, “Valuing 

others perspectives and stories.” This is the empathetic element of our empathy/teamwork domain, which 

captures what other researchers call cognitive empathy (Davis, 1994). Subdomain 3, “Coordinate and 
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support action toward team goals” captures the essence of SSRS Cooperation. SSRS Assertion is one 

aspect of subdomain 2, “practices respectful and effective communication”—as evidenced in the 

behavioral indicator 2a “Clearly articulates point of view and/or asks follow-up questions for 

clarification” and 2b “Communicates without dominating, interrupting, or showing disrespect for others’ 

ideas.” Additionally, our constructs align with primary dimensions/items of the Social Skills Scale of the 

National Survey of Children’s Health Social Competence Scale (Blumberg, Carle, O’Connor, Moore, & 

Lippman, 2007): shows respect; gets along well with other(s); tries to understand other people’s feelings, 

tries to resolve conflicts. 

Other researchers have also identified similar elements. Shamay-Tsoory (2009) included a 

conceptual, perspective-taking process as empathy. Stein (2001) included the following in cooperation 

with others: demonstrates respect for others’ ideas, opinions, and contributions; seek input from others in 

order to understand their actions and reactions; offer clear input on own interests and attitudes so others 

can understand one’s actions and reactions; try to adjust one’s actions to take into account the needs of 

others and/or the task to be accomplished. In the literature, these elements are variously captured in 

measures labeled prosocial skills, prosocial behavior (Eisenberg, Fabes, & Spinrad, 2007), teamwork, 

social competence or social competencies (Holopainen, Lappalainen, Junttila, & Savolainen, 2011), social 

skills, empathy, cooperation, communication skills, social awareness, and relationship skills (For a review 

of measures, see: Wilson-Ahlstrom, Yohalem, Dubois, Ji, & Hillaker, 2014).  

Preliminary Coding Framework and Skill Descriptors for Teamwork/Empathy 

Key Youth Experiences. Engage in collaborative work with peers outside of normal networks; 

Increase understanding of others’ stories and own; Build relationships with loyalty and intimacy; Reflect 

on culture, stereotypes, injustices, and discover the humanity in others; Practice skills such as respect 

leaders, resolve conflict, receive and give feedback, communicate, listen; Integrate responsibility and 

emotion management skills. 

Staff Practices. Speak up on issues of diversity; Cultivate youth collaboration; Balance 

supporting the work of teams with letting teams make decisions; Structure opportunities for youth to learn 

to give and receive peer feedback. 

Skill and Belief Descriptors. Pro-social behaviors; Act with awareness of cultural diversity; 

Demonstrate domain behaviors (e.g., resolve conflict, performance feedback, communication & 

listening); Belief that self is capable of skills named above. 
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Responsibility 

Review of the Larson et al. Literature on Responsibility 

Research suggests that youth develop responsibility in a four-part cycle: (1) youth voluntarily 

enter into obligations, often in the form of a structured role; (2) youth experience challenge and strain as a 

part of their obligation; (3) youth are motivated to persevere despite the challenges and effectively draw 

upon contextual resources and/or their pre-existing dispositional reserves to follow through; and (4) youth 

experience success in fulfilling obligations and transfer responsibility to other contexts. By moving 

through this cycle, youth internalize the motivations behind their responsible behavior, which helps them 

view themselves as more mature and self-confident (Salusky et al., 2014). 

According to youth in research studies, successfully prioritizing their program obligations over 

social activities contributed to youth seeing themselves as more responsible and capable of meeting 

demands. A Future Farmers of America member reflected on the honor and responsibility of earning an 

elected position: “If you want to be a chapter officer, then you’ve got to treat others with respect and 

you’ve got to prove yourself to be responsible and mature and things like that” (Wood, Larson, & Brown, 

2009, p. 301). Additionally, each experience of fulfilling new and more demanding expectations further 

deepens their perception of themselves as responsible. 

Adult leaders support the development of youth responsibility by balancing high expectations 

while judiciously adjusting expectations and providing support. Additionally, leaders in exceptional 

programs provide structured opportunities for youth to take on obligations while also leaving room for the 

youth to exercise agency and decision-making skills. Adult staff members made clear that there were 

tangible consequences that accompanied failing to follow through with an obligation, simultaneously 

communicating confidence that youth are capable of success (Salusky et al., 2014). 

Measurement of Responsibility Skills 

The more adult roles adolescents play in continuing education, the workplace, and their families 

require young people to be able to fulfill obligations and commitments. This is the essence of what we are 

labeling responsibility: the dispositions and abilities to reliably meet commitments and fulfill obligations 

of challenging roles. While many different skills and traits go into being able to carry out the tasks for 

which one is responsible, for this project we are primarily interested in those skills or constructs 

specifically related to responsibility or commitment to a specific role in an OST context. This is aligned 

with the definition of diligence and reliability from Lippman et al. (2014): “the performance of tasks with 

thoroughness and effort from start to finish where one can be counted on to follow through on 

commitments and responsibilities” (p. 13). 
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Through our work with expert practitioners, we have identified the following skill sets that 

comprise responsibility: (1) fulfills roles and commitments, and (2) successfully defines, adjusts, and 

negotiates roles and commitments when required. 

The term responsibility is used in a number of literatures to mean a number of different things. It 

is, along with diligence and reliability, one of the facets of Conscientiousness, one of the big five 

personality factors (Seligman, 2004). It is typically defined as the quality of being someone who can be 

counted on to fulfill obligations (Winter, 1992). A broader term, social responsibility, is defined as 

adherence to social rules and role expectations (Wentzel, 1991). Related terms include diligence and 

reliability—“the performance of tasks with thoroughness and effort from start to finish where one can be 

counted on to follow through on commitments and responsibilities” (Lippman, Ryberg, et al., 2014, p. 

13). Our definition of responsibility is intentionally narrower and focuses on the development of 

responsibility within the context of taking on roles within an OST program. 

 

Preliminary Coding Framework and Skill Descriptors for Responsibility 

Key Youth Experiences. Voluntary entry into obligations for work with high expectations and real 

consequences where goals are known and means are owned by youth; Experience role stress (and 

wavering commitment) and potentially adjust expectations; Draw upon resources (self-concept, leaders’ 

expectations and guidance, solidarity with and obligation to peers) in fulfillment of role/obligation; 

Successfully meet obligations. 

Staff Practices. Create structured but open-ended roles; Balance high expectations with support; 

Cultivate peer cohesiveness and teamwork. 

Skill and Belief Descriptors. Successfully meet obligations associated with role and adjust 

expectations or role where necessary; More organized, confident, and able to manage emotions associated 

with stress; Learn domain-specific role (e.g., meeting organizer); Belief that self is capable of skills 

named above. 

Initiative 

Review of the Larson et al. Literature on Initiative 

Youth in programs that effectively teach initiative acknowledge that the program activities 

acquire greater significance when they speak to youth’s personal values, ambitions, or identity. Research 

shows that youth attributed increased engagement to changes within themselves, and their motivation 

became more self-determined. Such programs encourage psychological engagement, which develops 

through youth reflecting on their identity and their personal or transcendent goals (Dawes & Larson, 
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2011). Initiative is realized when youth have learned to set realistic goals, manage their time, and take the 

responsibility for themselves to persevere toward the actualization of their goals (Dworkin et al., 2003). 

Connections to the program and mission may be particularly strong when the mission and 

activities are collective and the youth share a cause. A youth in a leadership development program said 

that she just “wanted to get the [service] hours and then quit, [but I became] interested in all the subjects 

[they were] talking about. I realized that a lot of kids have been dying because of gangs, and I want to 

stop that” (Dawes & Larson, 2011, p. 264). Over time in these programs, the youth experience the tasks to 

be fun, exciting, and enjoyable—in other words, they find the OST programs intrinsically motivating 

(Pearce & Larson, 2010). 

Staffs in programs that successfully instill initiative in the youth provide learning opportunities 

that help youth form personal connections to the program’s mission and activities in a deliberate fashion. 

Staff also encourage critical thinking among the youth and construct challenges for the teens to take on 

(Pearce & Larson, 2010). 

Measurement of Initiative Skills 

Youth and adults face a variety of challenges as they navigate the increasingly complex, 

technical, and multicultural world. Success in school, work, and life depends on the ability to persevere 

through these challenges and continue to strive for long-term and higher-order goals. For this project, we 

define initiative as the capacities to take action, sustain motivation, and persevere through challenge 

toward an identified goal. 

Through our work with expert practitioners, we have identified the following skill sets for 

initiative: (1) Develops and hones motivation for the task, and (2) Perseveres through internal and 

external circumstances that challenge the work. 

The skill sets for initiative comprises a set of concepts referred to in the literature using a variety 

of terms, including grit, purpose, initiative, and persistence. Duckworth and colleagues have championed 

the work of identifying grit as a particular key to youth success in achieving long range goals. Although, 

in actuality, a wide range of intertwined skills support long-range goal achievement, for this domain we 

focus on the elements in Duckworth et al.’s concise definition of grit as “perseverance and passion for 

long-term goals” (Duckworth & Quinn, 2009, p. 166). The two components of Duckworth et al.’s 

definition align well with our subdomains. 

Lippman and colleagues’ concept of a “purpose” aligns well with our initiative domain. Purpose 

contains three components: (1) a sense of directedness that stimulates one’s goals, manages one’s 

behaviors, and provides one a sense of meaning; (2) a broad and sustained intention to accomplish 

something one finds meaningful; and (3) guidance for the use of attention and energy (Lippman, Ryberg, 

et al., 2014, p. 17). 
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Initiative is another term that in the literature sometimes includes aspects of perseverance and the 

motivation necessary to persist. For this project, we have distinguished persistence and motivation from 

other elements of initiative for inclusion in our domain of initiative. Lippman and colleagues (2014) 

defined “initiative taking” as the practice of initiating and manifesting activity toward a specific goal by 

adopting the following characteristics: “(a) reasonable risk taking and openness to new experiences, (b) 

drive for achievement, (c) innovativeness, and (d) willingness to lead” (p. 14). Measures of initiative have 

included the idea of persisting despite challenges (SAYO; Miller & Surr, 2007) or identified “initiative 

experiences” as including the constructs of goal setting, effort, problem solving, and time management 

(Youth Experiences Survey; Hansen, Larson, & Dworkin, 2003). 

Persistence is a construct in the Adaptive Behavioral Dimension of the Motivation and 

Engagement Scale defined as the extent to which students sustain their engagement (Liem & Martin, 

2012). Lippman et al. (2009) included in intrinsic motivation the tendency to persist with a difficult task 

to achieve mastery. Other concepts related to our domain of grit/initiative include self-discipline, 

persistence, self-control, task persistence, and goal-directed behavior. 

 

Preliminary Coding Framework and Skill Descriptors for Responsibility 

Key Youth Experiences. Set realistic goals, demonstrate effort and perseverance, manage time, 

demonstrate responsibility; Develop personal connection to the work: competency, future/ career fit, 

broader social purpose; Experience ownership of the work. 

Staff Practices. Engage with youth’s personal values and goals; Explore multiple opportunities to 

find and develop authentic personal connections to work, especially as competence, future/career fit, and 

broader social purpose. 

Skill and Belief Descriptors. Persistence; Domain skills (e.g., set goals, manage time); Belief that 

self as capable of skills named above. 

Problem Solving 

Review of the Larson et al. Literature on Problem Solving 

Support for the problem solving domain is found in studies of youth in a variety of program 

settings. Programs that successfully build problem solving skills in youth provide opportunities for teens 

to practice strategic thinking while they acquire context-specific skills. By applying strategic thinking to 

concrete tasks, youth are also gaining the capacity to set goals and become future-oriented. 

Researchers have described how teens are developmentally poised to be future-oriented. Larson 

observed that “for these youth, their new motivation was quite internal, authentic, and 

powerful…Planning and preparing for the future is a task of adolescence in our culture. Forming 
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connection from the program to future goals really got their fires lit” (Larson, 2011, p. 325). Additionally, 

teens are beginning to be able to engage in reasoned anticipation and forecast possible scenarios (Larson, 

2011). Programs that allow youth to set goals and face real consequences are best suited for this area of 

skill development. 

A student in a community organizing program demonstrated the development of strategic 

thinking by saying, “If we have an idea, we’ll make plan A, and just in case plan A fails, we have plan B. 

We’ve never had to use plan B, so we always went through with plan A. But I think this specific case 

with the [new citywide exam], I think we might have to go to plan B” (Larson & Hansen,  2005, p. 339). 

Such programs allow youth to understand interactions within complex systems and create contingency 

plans to meet their goals. 

By applying strategic thinking to concrete tasks, youth are also gaining the capacity to set goals 

and become future-oriented. A student in an art program said, “At first it was just more for fun, just to go 

and do some artwork and stuff. But now I really want to go do art a lot more, like [be] an art major at 

school” (Larson & Angus, 2011). Researchers also observed that these opportunities often build 

teamwork, because effective programs are likely to encourage collaboration with domain-specific tasks 

(Larson & Angus, 2011). 

Research suggests that adult leaders are less interested in teaching teens and more interested in 

helping them teach themselves by being responsive and providing appropriate structure, challenge, and 

support. Youth at a recording studio described the training provided by the staff as, “They tell us the 

basics of how the sound gets in there and how to put the sound into the machines. They let us tinker with 

it on our own until we find a good pattern and know what sound it is, then we go on from there. Basically 

you get to do it by yourself” (Larson & Angus, 2011, p. 288). Effective adult leaders of agency 

development provided assistance to youth on a conditional basis—when and if youth requested or needed 

assistance—so that the youth maintained control of their goals and actions (Larson & Angus, 2011). 

Adult leaders should see themselves as experienced collaborators who contribute to the youth’s projects. 

 

Measuring Problem Solving Skills 

To take an idea, put it into action, and successfully navigate the process to completion requires a 

set of high level and complex skills. We have called this problem solving, which we have defined as the 

abilities to plan, strategize, and implement complex tasks. Problem solving skills involve both learning 

specific task-related skills and applying a broader set of skills, including anticipating consequences and 

making adjustments to support achievement of the larger task. One must be able to set priorities, assess 

options, adapt plans as circumstances warrant, and manage time. At more advanced levels, the action and 

adaptation required may involve connecting and communicating with external stakeholders. 
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Through our work with expert practitioners, we have identified the following skill sets for 

problem solving: (1) Intentionally learns out-of-school time task-related methods and tools (e.g., 

carpentry, sexual health, theatre, organizing), (2) Uses problem-solving and strategic thinking skills to 

develop, evaluate, and adapt a course of action, (3) Successfully manages time, (4) Connects to external 

stakeholders and (5) Reflects on learning and significance of results. 

Problem solving skills have been widely measured independently and as part of a number of 

variously labeled broader constructs. Our first subdomain is context-specific; the skills learned have 

immediate applicability to a “real” task and therefore are both important and necessary. This is connected 

to constructs frequently measured as sense of competence (Miller & Surr, 2007; Surr & Tracy, 2009) or 

self-efficacy (Bandura, 2006). 

Our second and third subdomains are skill sets with broad applications across many contexts. 

Skills for action are similar to Lippman and colleagues’ definition of goal orientation: “the ability to make 

viable plans and take action toward desired goals” (Lippman, Ryberg, et al., 2014, p. 2832). The ability to 

make viable plans includes the problem-solving and strategic thinking skills necessary to assess whether a 

plan is feasible. The action part of goal orientation, particularly action that pushes toward goal 

completion, is included under our initiative domain. 

These skills are frequently described as problem-solving skills. (SAYO; Arbeau, 2002; Miller & 

Surr, 2007; Stein, 2001). Problem solving is also often called critical thinking, strategic thinking, systems 

thinking, or decision making. Problem solving includes optional thinking, causal thinking, creating step-

by-step solutions, and consequential thinking, among other things (Platt, Spivack, Altman, Altman, & 

Peizer, 1974). Competent decision-making includes the process of weighing and considering all of the 

options, risks, benefits, and other key components involved in the decision-making process (Halpern-

Felsher, 2009). Goal setting, problem solving, and time management have been included as sub-

constructs under initiative (YES 2.0, Hansen et al., 2003). Prioritizing tasks is another aspect of skills for 

action that has been included under initiative (SAYO-T, Miller & Surr, 2007). Metacognitive strategies—

planning how to approach a given learning task and evaluating and monitoring progress—is another term 

used (Hattie, 2009). The elements of metacognition that involve evaluating and monitoring progress also 

relate to subdomain five, reflecting on learning and significance. Construct four is an advanced indicator 

of problem solving; connecting with external stakeholders takes problem solving into a broader sphere 

and moves closer to the concept of social responsibility (Wray-Lake & Syvertsen, 2011). 

 

Preliminary Coding Framework and Skill Descriptors for Problem Solving 

Key Youth Experiences. Practice setting, pursuing, adapting, and reaching difficult goals; Pursue 

difficult goals that entail challenges (e.g., puzzles, obstacles, problems, and situational demands); 
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Experience successes and failures; Acquire knowledge of domain-specific content (e.g., school discipline 

policies, theater production); Practice strategic thinking (e.g., active anticipation, using knowledge of how 

people think and act, flexible planning adapted to anticipated scenarios, transfer of learning); Use models 

and abstractions; Develop guidelines; Evaluate trial and error evidence; Integrate initiative, responsibility, 

emotion management, and teamwork/ empathy skills; Connect work to own future and broader purposes. 

Staff Practices. Facilitative advising model assuring youth freedom to experiment; Initial training 

for problem solving skills; Contributing to youth-driven planning; Providing back-up assistance; 

Cultivating youth personal connection to the work through growing sense of competency, future career 

alignment, internalization of broader social purpose. 

Skill and Belief Descriptors. Set goals and mobilize effort; Demonstrate domain-general skills 

and knowledge of domain-specific content. 

Curriculum Features 

Our initial literature review revealed five curriculum features that effectively facilitate social and 

emotional development among teens: a defined offering sequence, real-world context, elaborated 

structure and high expectations, cultivation of youth ownership and personal connection, and facilitative 

advising (Rusk et al., 2013). We define these as follows: 

Offering sequence and learning cycles. An offering sequence is the sequentially organized 

description of the content available during a program offering. 

Real-world characteristics of work. Real-world characteristics of program work refers to youth 

encountering real choice about the means to achieve goals for the work, tangible connections between the 

work and future adult roles, and apparent consequences of under-performance. Importantly, we use the 

term characteristics because the purpose of exemplary youth programs is not to let youth fail but to create 

youth experiences of success (including successful adaptation through mistakes and failures) as they 

encounter challenges. 

Elaborated structure and high expectations. Exemplary youth programs provide sufficient 

structure and goals to allow youth choice about means in pursuit of difficult goals. Programs with 

elaborated structure have staff with expertise in the explicit work of the offering and are able to guide 

youth as they “rediscover” effective means to achieve difficult goals. 

Youth ownership through personal connection. Youth experience ownership of projects when 

they have a sense of personal connection to the work, defined as a growing sense of competency, future 

career alignment, or internalization of broader social purpose. 

Adult youth interaction model includes high quality instruction and facilitative advising. This 

feature describes how adults and youth interact in programs. High quality instruction is defined by staff 



  

SEL Challenge Technical Report  105 
 

 

practices that promote a warm and caring climate, active learning, and higher order cognitive 

engagement. Facilitative advising describes the staff purpose to see that youth stay in control of their 

work by providing freedom to make mistakes, offering guidance at strategic moments, and providing help 

when asked. It does not include “rescuing” youth. 

Training in domain-specific content. Program provides training in skills necessary to complete 

the work of the offering (e.g., community organizing offerings provide training in aspects of community 

organizing). 

Qualitative Study Questions 

Tables B-1 through B-4 present questions used during the SEL Challenge to generate narrative 

data about promising SEL practices as part of the qualitative method described in Chapter Two. 

 

Table B-1. Questions from the Letter of Intent 

 

Participant: Program Manager or Grant Writer 

Duration: Completed online – had one month to respond 

Basics 

1. Please include organization name, contact name, website, mission, a brief summary of the 

organization and program, participant demographics and how your program fits with SCE’s 

Social and Emotional Learning Program priorities. 

Background 

2. Provide a brief history of your work as it relates to social and emotional learning. How have you 

explicitly integrated social and emotional learning into your program design? 

Focus 

3. Provide a clear explanation of how the program helps develop social and emotional skills for 

youth ages 14-18. Indicate what steps you took to implement social and emotional learning 

strategies, what practices you have used, and how youth have benefited from these practices. 

Provide details on the specific skills that the program promotes. If you have measured outcomes, 

please describe them.  

Budget 

4. Include your program budget, total youth services budget (required for multiservice 

organizations) and annual organizational budget including sources of support.  

Funding and Partnerships 

5. Indicate primary sources of major support and key community partners.  

Evaluations and Training Manuals 

6. Please include any samples of previous internal and/or external evaluation reports and tools. 

Please include as an attachment any curriculum or samples of staff training materials relevant to 

social and emotional learning practices. 

Other  

7. Indicate how your organization could contribute to and participate in the learning community.  
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Table B-2. Questions from the Application 

 

Participant: Program Manager or Grant Writer 

Duration: Completed online – had one month to respond 

Target Offering Description 

1. Brief description of offering content. 

2. Number of offering sessions and sequence of major activities with approximate dates. 

3. Number and characteristics of youth participants. 

4. What features does the selected offering(s) have at its core? This could include the structure of 

activities, program roles for youth, program culture, the nature of the relationships between 

youth. 

Target Skill Domains (2 selected from 5 possible) 

5. Describe how youth learn [Skill Domain #1] in your program. Describe the process as you 

conceive it. Describe the role program staff play in facilitating this learning / process. Provide a 

specific example. 

6. What challenges or obstacles do frontline staff encounter in trying to facilitate these kinds of 

learning episodes for youth? What strategies do staff use for addressing these challenges? 

Questions 5 & 6 are repeated for Skill Domain #2 

Youth Backgrounds 

7. For the SEL Challenge work, we want to be attentive to how programs are adapted to the 

background and prior experiences of youth they serve. How are youth’s backgrounds’ important 

to understanding these learning episodes and how you facilitate them? 

Staff Competencies  

8. Describe the competencies staff (and/or volunteers) need to facilitate these learning experiences. 

9. Describe the training you provide to staff, especially as it relates to social emotional learning. 

10. For each of the roles below [Program Manager, Instruction Staff Member, Local Evaluator or 

third staff member], please provide a biography of the team member that will be involved. Please 

include in the biography both a description of the role of the individual within your organization 

and how the individual will make a unique contribution to the Challenge Learning Community. 
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Table B-3. Questions from the Telephone Interviews 

 

Participant: Program Manager and Lead Instructional Staff at each site, individually 

Duration: 2 hours each 

Goals 

1. Now I want to ask about your goals for the offering. 

2. What do you want youth to get from the offering? What do you hope they will take away? 

 

Offering Sequence 

3. Let’s dig a little bit deeper into how the offering is designed and what happens over the course of 

the year to help youth build these skills. 

4. In the application, you described the timeline and major activities of the offering. Is my 

representation in the map accurate? 

5. How is the offering structured over time to achieve social-emotional learning goals? 

6. Describe the theory behind this progression and how it helps youth build social and emotional 

skills. Why do you do A before B? What do you want youth to experience at each stage? 

7. What is the youth’s experience over the progression towards the learning? What are the key 

experiences/ milestones for youth? What do youth learn at each stage – or how are they changed? 

I want to understand HOW youth learn. Could I get you to use the voice of a youth in the offering 

and give their description of how they learned it or why they were changed? 

 

Staff’s Role in the Offering Sequence 

8. I want to understand how you (or staff) make sure the youth’s experience happens and capitalize 

on it? How do staff monitor, guide, and coach youth through these experiences to help facilitate 

these experiences? 

9. Can we walk through this and you explain the key points in this progression of activities and 

youth’s experiences where you typically play an important role in structuring, guiding, 

redirecting, or helping make sure youth learn? This could also include: giving feedback, 

supporting, and helping youth reflect. 

10. What do you do to set up or structure the experience at the start? 

11. What cues do you look for that youth are on track and learning or are headed in the wrong 

direction? Can you give me an example? 

12. What kinds of things do you do or say to help facilitate the ongoing learning experience? Can you 

give me an example? 

13. Are there things you do or say at the end to help make sure youth learn from the experience? Can 

you give me an example? 

14. What would you share with a novice as the key to do or watch for to make this activity work? 

15. How does your role change over time in accordance with these learning cycles? 

16. Is the offering based in a set of professional methods or a framework or theory? 

 

Importance of Challenging Work 

17. Youths’ experiences of setbacks, mistakes, wrong turns, and conflicts can sometimes be key to 

their social-emotional learning. Let’s talk some about opportunities like this in this offering. 

18. When do opportunities for setbacks and mistakes happen in the offering sequence? 

19. We are interested in examples. Were there any good examples of this this year? Could you tell me 

about it? What happened? How did you respond? Did you have a role helping address the 

situation – or helping youth learn from it? What did you say? How did it work out? 
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Social and emotional skill-building 

20. Let’s talk about what youth are learning as they go through the offering, both implicit and 

explicit. Your application identified [Skill Domain #1] and [Skill Domain #2] as two major areas 

of focus for youth skill development. As I ask you this next set of questions, think about this past 

year that you are finishing now or have just finished. I’d like to now focus in on just one event or 

project from the year at a time, really zooming in and getting a good sense of what happened. 

21. Can you think of an example of an activity, event or project that went well this year that 

contributed to one of these domains of youths’ social and emotional skills? It could be short or 

long, it could be a day or a week or a month. 

22. Where in the offering sequence did this experience fall? 

23. Which skills did youth build as a result of the experience? What insights did youth learn or gain 

from the experience? 

24. In what ways did this event or project help youth develop social emotional skills? 

25. What made it a success? Start at the beginning and tell me what happened that led to learning the 

named skill. 

26. What was your role in making this happen at each step? 

27. When you started the year, did you expect this event or project to develop in this way? 

28. What adjustments did you make to your plan – or to the direction of youth’s work? Why did you 

make these adjustments? 

29. If you were mentoring a novice leader, how would you explain your thought process for deciding 

when and how to adjust your plans? 

30. Can you think of an example of an activity, event or project this year that was designed to support 

youth’s SEL learning that didn’t go as well as you’d have liked? What happened? 

 

 

 

Table B-4. Questions from the On-site Visit 

 

The on-site visit consisted of the following elements and participants. Interview and focus group 

questions are below. 

Element Duration Attendees 

Program session observation 1-2 hours (full program session) Instructional staff, youth, evaluator 

Scoring meeting 2 hours Evaluator 

Staff interview Up to 2 hours Instructional staff 

Manager interview Up to 2 hours Program Manager 

Expert youth participant 

interview 
Up to 2 hours 

Youth from a past program cycle 

who can reflect on and share their 

experience 

Youth participant focus 

group 
Up to 2 hours 6-10 current youth participants  
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Questions for Program Manager Interview: 

1. How do you recruit youth into the program? How do you know who is the best fit? Which youth 

is your program designed to help the most? 

2. Please tell us how your program approaches traumatic experiences youth have had in the past or 

may currently be having? What are the kinds of traumatic experience youth in the program have 

had and how prevalent are these experiences? 

3. What kind of social and emotional supports do you provide for your staff? Are your efforts at 

supporting staff intentionally designed to address their exposure to youth who have experienced 

trauma? 

4. How do you intentionally help staff to be effective SEL skill builders and why is this effort 

important? 

5. What are your guiding principles for working with youth like those in the target offering? 

6. What are the strengths of a good leader for this offering? What are the skills you would look for if 

you were hiring for your position? 

7. How did you get good at this work? 

 

Questions for Lead Instructional Staff Interview: 

1. What are your guiding principles for working with youth like those in the target offering? 

2. How prevalent is traumatic experience in the lives of the youth you serve? How does the 

experience of working with youth who have experienced trauma affect you? 

3. How does your program effectively support your social and emotional development? Is there a 

parallel process here? 

4. If you have one, tell us a good story about a youth you have had in this program in the past and 

how the program helped them? 

5. What are the strengths of a good leader for this offering? What are the skills you would look for if 

you were hiring for your position? 

6. How did you get good at this work? 

 

Questions for Expert Youth Participant: 

1. Please tell us how your experience in this program (target offering) last year has affected your 

life, if at all? How did it affect your life and why was it important to you? 

2. We are interested in learning how skills group in five areas: Emotion management, responsibility, 

etc. Have your skills grown in any of these areas in particular? How do you know? 

3. Thinking about the learning that you just mentioned, where else outside of the program do these 

skills come in handy? Examples? 

4. What was most important about how the program worked, about the process? What did the staff 

do that was most important for you? What opportunities to were most engaging? 

 

Questions for Youth Participant Focus Group: 

1. How did you learn about this program? How did you come to participate? What made you want 

to join? 

2. What were the most important things you’ve learned so far this year in this program? 

3. We are interested in learning how skills group in five areas: Emotion management, responsibility, 

etc. Have your skills grown in any of these areas in particular? How do you know? 

4. Thinking about the learning that you just mentioned, where else outside of the program do these 

skills come in handy? Examples? 

5. What were some of the most meaningful moments in the program so far this year? Were there 

moments when a light bulb went on and you realized something important about yourself? 
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Supplemental Content Analysis Results 

This section presents supplemental results from content analyses of the text segments and reveals 

patterns in the distribution of SEL practices across the exemplary offerings. 

Coding all data into primary codes for the standards 

Data from the master data file were coded using 15 primary codes for key youth experience and 

16 primary codes for staff practices derived from the preliminary framework. This process resulted in 

55% of the 2,261 text segments coded to one or more of the primary codes. Thirty five percent of these 

segments were coded to multiple codes. Of the 637 segments drawn from interview questions specifically 

focused on youth experience and staff practices, 83% of the segments were coded to one or more of the 

31 primary codes. This indicates that when we asked our expert practitioners about what they did to grow 

youth SEL skills, most of their answers fit into one of the primary codes, suggesting that the primary 

codes were capturing large and important areas of professional practice. 

We further expected that the two focal SEL domains identified by each program would each have 

a greater number of coded segments than the remaining three SEL domains that were not selected by each 

of the eight programs. When we asked programs about staff practices and youth experiences in their two 

target SEL domains, a preponderance of the text segments were coded into those same two domains. As 

reflected in Table B-5, in nearly all cases the highest numbers of segments were coded in both of the two 

focal domains, which are highlighted for each of the eight target offerings. There were only three 

instances out of 16 where the highest numbers of coded segments for a target offering were not in the two 

focal domains. Table B-5 also indicates that almost all of the primary codes were used frequently in all 

programs. This pattern provides empirical support for a message that was often reiterated by the expert 

practitioners, that all of the domains are important for effective SEL practice. 

 

Table B-5. Frequencies for text segment assignment highlighting two focal SEL domains for offering 

Program 

Number 

Teamwork/ 

Empathy* 

Emotion 

Management 

Problem 

Solving 

Initiative Responsibility 

1 35 15 5 2 5 

2 74 34 42 21 21 

3 27 17 56 21 22 

4 58 22 44 24 34 

5 47 13 58 36 23 

6 65 19 67 22 22 

7 43 2 49 20 20 

8 59 14 52 23 15 

Total Segments 408 136 373 169 162 

*At the time of this coding, teamwork and empathy comprised a single domain. 
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Coding data into subcodes for the practice indicators 

Table B-6 provides the total number of segments coded within each SEL domain (column 1), the 

total number of those segments coded to each primary code (column 2), and the total number of segments 

coded to each subcode (column 3). Table B-6 indicates that much of the data was fit to the subcodes and 

that most subcodes had multiple text segments supporting each practice. 

 

Table B-6. Frequencies for sub-codes within each of five within-domain data sorts 

Total within-domain data 

segments 

Number of segments coded to each 

primary code 

Number of segments coded 

to each subcode 

Emotion Management  

segments, N=179 

Range of emotions 29 

Manage emotions 31 

Safe space  18 

Modeling  18 

Coaching  29 

Structure  54 

E1 0 

E2 7 

E3 0 

E4 3 

E5 2 

E6 17 

E7 2 

E8 12 

E9 16 

E10 3 

E11 26 

Empathy-Teamwork 

segments, N=575 

Diverse perspectives 112 

Team challenge  52 

Trust and collaboration 93 

Safe space  120 

Modeling  57 

Reflection  54 

Structure  27 

Coaching  60 

T1 4 

T2 46 

T3 13 

T4 31 

T5 16 

T6 27 

T7 26 

T8 39 

T9 44 

T10 45 

T11 81 

T12 3 

T13 43 

T14 26 

T15 29 

T16 0 

T17 34 

T18 6 
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Table B-6. Frequencies for sub-codes within each of five within-domain data sorts (continued) 

Total within-domain data 

segments 

Number of segments coded to each 

primary code 

Number of segments coded 

to each subcode 

Responsibility  

segments, N=229 

Roles   80 

Strain and adjustment 26 

Accomplishment 30 

Structure  59 

Coaching  34 

R1 7 

R2 25 

R3 0 

R4 19 

R5 0 

R6 13 

R7 13 

R8 17 

R9 8 

R10 13 

R11 17 

R12 17 

Imitative  

segments, N=208 

Set goals  23 

Motivation  54 

Perseverance  39 

Scaffolding  45 

Coaching  47 

G1 5 

G2 7 

G3 38 

G4 17 

G5 8 

G6 17 

G7 7 

G8 7 

G9 50 

G10 38 

Problem Solving  

segments, N=544 

Authentic work  146 

Trial and error  40 

Strategic thinking 42 

Outcomes verify skills 56 

Structure  101 

Modeling  25 

Scaffolding  69 

Reflection  65 

A1 6 

A2 9 

A3 86 

A4 26 

A5 11 

A6 16 

A7 21 

A8 19 

A9 2 

A10 27 

A11 4 

A12 7 

A13 8 

A14 46 

A15 18 

A16 15 

A17 7 

A18 17 

A19 13 

A20 58 

A21 46 
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