
For students to be able to attend school, focus on learning, meet academic standards, and build healthy 
lives, they must possess some level of social-emotional competency. Deliberately addressing social emo-
tional learning (SEL) and social emotional academic (SEA) integration is necessary to create an environment 
of open learning for all students. Strong social emotional skills prepare students to access classroom  
instruction, engage successfully in learning, and make progress toward academic standards. 

Positive Learning Communities offers a systemic framework of leveled lessons that can be used for classroom, 
individual, and group work to develop and strengthen those components of behavior and communication 
that help individuals understand and adapt across a variety of social settings. 

is a comprehensive research-based curriculum to build character, strengthen social 
skills, and nurture positive learning communities. It is currently available for upper and lower elementary 
classrooms. The companion series, , facilitates access to the same high-quality social 
emotional learning for all students. Following the same scope and sequence, the companion series pro-
vides for full integration of students with special needs by offering Specially Designed Instruction, visual 
supports, data collection tools, and strategies for small group interventions, pre-teaching, and integrated 
classrooms

and  help all educators create supportive environments in which 
young people get perspective on difficult situations, learn to make respectful and responsible choices, and 
prepare to adjust their choices in each moment. Implementing these programs addresses the roots of bully-
ing, harassment, and social isolation, and strengthens the bonds and benefits of educational communities.

INTRODUCTION
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RATIONALE

SUPPORTIVE ENVIRONMENT

Strong social skills are the building blocks of Positive Learning Communities. Social isolation, bullying, discrimina-
tion, and social or cognitive deficits, can separate people from one another and weaken the bonds and benefits of 
an educational community. Acting with Purpose™ provides high-quality instructional content and pedagogic tech-
niques to build a Supportive Environment and strengthen character, personal responsibility, and social skills. 

Developed by a team of Speech Language Pathologists, theater professionals, writers, and educators, the curriculum 
is structured yet flexible, with cohesive lesson plans that teachers and paraprofessionals can use in mainstream, 
integrated, and special education classrooms and groups. Materials are easy to implement, with companion train-
ing videos for educators and explicit examples of words to speak and steps to take to engage students in focused 
practice of targeted social skills. 

Concrete lesson plans are included for a flexible year-long curriculum with 18 thematic modules. All lesson plans 
specify Goals and Objectives including Social and Communication Outcomes. Lessons include dynamic theatrical 
role-plays, scripted scenes, and improvisational activities that entice students to engage in enjoyable group experi-
ences. Opportunities for improvisation, variation, and full-body movement are offered in the context of entertaining 
situations, characters, and adventures. 

Daily group discussions emphasize the importance of “ownership,” as individuals constantly make decisions about 
their own actions and behaviors. Guided reflection highlights the ways that individual choices impact how people 
see and respond to others. Flexible delivery allows teachers to expand on any particular unit, and to present activi-
ties multiple times to embed learning more deeply. 

 is a companion to the social emotional curriculum for the general classroom and facilitates 
access to the same high-quality social emotional learning for all students. Together, these fully-aligned series helps 
create integrated learning communities that are uplifting for students, teachers, and families. Children learn tools 
and analytic frameworks to support one another through the challenges and choices they face in the world of social 
interactions—in schools and throughout their lives.
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STANDARDS

Tools to measure social skills may be elusive, but they do exist. Social skills can grow, and social learning 
CAN be measured. 

For some educators, the difficulty of quantifying social emotional development—learning that is essentially 
qualitative—has suggested that social emotional learning cannot truly be measured and or subject to stan-
dards. For students to meet academic standards and achieve success, however, they must possess some 
level of competency with social emotional skills. Deliberately addressing social emotional learning is often 
necessary to create an environment of open learning for all students. 

Whether they are set by state, local, or national entities, many academic standards explicitly require stu-
dents to demonstrate proficiency in tasks that require SEL skills such as:

	Analyzing how characters respond to a problem, based on emotional reactions

	Communicating effectively

	Demonstrating leadership skills

	Describing characters in a story by noting character traits, motivation, or feelings

	Explaining how a character’s emotion reaction contributed to a sequence of events

	Managing personal conflict and identifying conflict within narratives

	Predicting feelings

SEL skills are implicitly embedded in many other skills and standards, such as:

	Justifying conclusions 

	Problem solving

	Responding to arguments

	Thinking analytically

	Using persuasive language

Acting with Purpose™ is a well-defined systemic framework for collaborative work to develop and 
strengthen social emotional learning, character, and personal responsibility in the classroom setting. 
The program includes rubrics and tools to collect data about self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness, relationship skills, responsible decision-making, and other well-defined social emotional com-
petencies.  
 

is a fully-aligned companion series for students with social needs and IEPs, and pro-
vides a bank of highly-detailed goals and objectives for social emotional learning.
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EVERY STUDENT SUCCEEDS ACT (ESSA)

The Every Student Succeeds Act is a sweeping revision of the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
and the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. The act recognizes what generations of teachers already know—
deliberately addressing Social Emotional Learning is necessary to create an educational environment that 
serves all students. Teaching SEL complements academic skills, and is often necessary to promote learning 
for all.

ESSA empowers states and districts to set their own performance goals and determine how to support 
and improve local schools. The act bars the federal government from imposing national academic require-
ments, and requires that local officials in all states develop their own accountability frameworks. These 
frameworks must include at least one indicator of school or student success beyond those captured by 
standardized tests of academic skills. Non-cognitive skills are not viewed as more important than academic 
skills, but a level of proficiency in areas like self-control, self-regulation, and the ability to collaborate is a 
vital pre-condition for students to achieve success and meet academic standards. 

Acting with Purpose™ is a systemic framework for collaborative work to build character and personal  
responsibility. The series addresses comprehensive standards and developmental benchmarks across all SEL 
domains, with integrated professional development, tutorials, and concrete tools that help ALL students:

	 Practice cooperation 

	 Rehearse interactions 

	 Analyze conversational exchanges 

	 Get perspective on difficult situations 

	 Adjust their choices in each social moment

	 Take responsibility for their own social choices and behavior 

To include all students successfully in classroom learning and enable them to make progress toward aca-
demic standards, students must achieve a level of competency in all SEL areas. Deliberately teaching these 
skills provides a crucial foundation for learning and enables teachers to engage students of all abilities in 
the classroom learning experience.   

Including Everyone™ is a companion series that prepares students with social goals on their IEPs to partici-
pate as equal partners in the whole-class activities of the larger curriculum. This aligns the pairing of these 
two series with the requirements of ESSA and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) by of-
fering material that follows the same scope and sequence and facilitates access to the same high-quality 
social emotional learning for all students.
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RESPONSE TO INTERVENTION (RTI)

RTI is not a specific program or teaching methodology; it is a multi-tier approach to the early identification 
and support of students with learning and behavior needs. RTI begins with high-quality instruction and 
universal screening of all children in the general education classroom, and provides a framework to con-
sider what types of teaching and intervention will benefit the unique groups of learners in each classroom, 
school, and district. RTI provides struggling learners with interventions at increasing levels of intensity to 
accelerate their rate of learning. These services may be provided by a variety of personnel, including gen-
eral education teachers, special educators, and specialists. 

The RTI model specifies the use of research-based instruction that has been shown to be effective with ALL 
students. Although educators and administrators often turn to reading and math programs for supported 
interventions, the rise in identification of children on the autism spectrum and/or diagnosed with Asperg-
er’s syndrome, ADHD, or behavioral disorders calls us to consider the many social emotional factors that 
impact how students learn and how they may “respond to intervention.”  

Response to Intervention is meant to be a proactive approach to assessing students who may require 
specific instruction (and perhaps even special education supports) to access the school curriculum. When 
beginning a new school year, however, it is nearly impossible for teachers and therapists immediately to 
assess and identify all of the children who may need additional supports or interventions. 

Acting with Purpose™ is accessible to all learners regardless of cognitive level. The program provides a plat-
form for group processing that allows teachers in the general education classroom to identify students’ 
strengths and weaknesses in the areas of social-emotional development, cooperation, team building, prob-
lem solving, perspective-taking, emotional regulation, and personal reflection. The program offers a reliable 
and systematic approach to group building and learning that can be initiated quickly–in the first week of the 
school year–to assist teachers in noticing and beginning to evaluate children needing additional supports 
for success in their classrooms. 

Using this series for RTI serves the district by:

	Enabling students of all abilities to receive high-quality instruction in the general education setting;

	Providing opportunities for large- and small-group instruction with a research-based curriculum; 

	Helping teachers quickly identify student strengths and weaknesses in social-emotional development;

	Providing empowering and specific vocabulary for use across school settings and in the home;

	Offering rubrics, data collection, and hands-on teacher interactions for Tier 2 and Tier 3 interventions 
and/or to facilitate documentation related to a possible referral for special education services.
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RUBRICS FOR SOCIAL EMOTIONAL LEARNING

Rubrics have long been embraced as an effective means to guide scoring or grading in general education 
classrooms. The role of a rubric is to represent explicitly the performance expectations for an assignment 
by breaking it into component parts and providing clear descriptions of what comprises the work associ-
ated with each component. The level of individual success is defined by a rating scale that details what is 
meant by each rating (usually but not always on a scale from 1-4), in terms of level of mastery demonstrat-
ed for each component.

Because performance is matched to the description and the criteria for a given task rather than specifically 
measured, the criteria must be well-thought-out and carefully described. These two aspects of rubrics—
clearly stated criteria and descriptions of performance levels—make them enormously useful tools for 
meaningful, tiered evaluation of performance in the context of social emotional instruction. Because the 
information is qualitative, it is a powerful tool for communicating with families about a student’s strengths 
and needs. Because the information is tiered, it provides a powerful tool for guiding Response to Interven-
tion in Tiers 1, 2, and 3, up to and including identifying the need for a special education referral.

Social Emotional Learning is notoriously difficult to quantify. The use of the rubric allows for a qualitative 
expression of performance and improvement, while its tiered aspect provides information closely related 
to quantitative data. This meets the need for clear evaluation, provides specifics vital for RTI, and keeps the 
focus of social emotional instruction on building supportive, inclusive, positive learning communities for all 
students.

Acting with Purpose™ includes a Social Emotional Learning  
rubric designed to equate to the various levels of mastery  
described in RTI guidelines. This evaluative tool is a  
necessary component and provides measurability  
for social emotional teaching and learning for  
ALL students—within the school day and the 
general education classroom. 

The companion series  
for students with social emotional needs on  
their IEPs provides a wide array of data  
collection tools, modifications, goals  
and objectives, and SDI (Specially  
Designed Instruction) that are 
fully aligned with the scope  
and sequence of the  
classroom curriculum.

supportive environment
hands-on group activities 

high quality research-based instruction
character building and social emotional skills

rapid response
qualitative rubrics

group and paired activities
early screening and identification

intensive
processes

individualized
assessments

BEHAVIORAL SUPPORT and INTERVENTION in the GENERAL CLASSROOM
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SPECIAL EDUCATION AND INCLUSION

This series provides for full integration of students with special needs by offering practitioners support 
materials, strategies and data collection tools for small-group interventions as well as integrated classroom 
work. Clinicians and other practitioners receive an array of supports to align small-group instructional sup-
ports, pre-teaching, and classroom modifications with the scope and sequence of the  social emotional 
learning series, considering pacing and classroom integration strategies for students who have social skills 
deficits and/or IEP goals for social emotional learning.

Please note that is a companion to the social emotional curriculum for the general 
classroom and facilitates access to the same high-quality social emotional learning for all students. It is 
not intended for use as a stand-alone curriculum for students with social skills deficits and/or IEP goals for 
social emotional learning. Clinicians, paraprofessionals, and other educators must work closely with their 
coordinating teachers to review and use the instructional materials provided in the  
classroom kit.

Modifications and resources are aligned with each unit. Specially Designed Instruction is built around 
well-defined social emotional learning goals, and they follow the same scope and sequence the Acting 
with Purpose™ series uses in the general classroom. Modifications include tools for pre-teaching, direct 
individual instruction and  cuing, and other supports to help students with different abilities succeed in a 
classroom setting with their neurotypical peers. 
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ESSENTIAL ACTIONS 

 
Each day,  classrooms will engage in fun, spirited activities that address specific 
skills and goals. Group leaders will expose students directly and indirectly to important lessons, helping 
young people develop their skills in safe circumstances, removed from the tensions or previous experienc-
es associated with more traditional “social skills training.” 

No matter what the focus of the group is, how often they meet or for what length of time, there are spe-
cific intentions and actions that will make classrooms and groups truly effective. The  
SEL Resource Guide and the  Integration Manual include detailed professional develop-
ment overviews and scripts in six best practices:

	 Speak with Positive Intent 

	 Create a Nurturing Environment

	 Display a Daily Schedule

	 Greet, Greet and Repeat

	 Warm-up Bodies and Minds

	 Begin and End with Kindness

 
These actions will help all group leaders—teachers, paraprofessionals, classroom assistants and aides—to  
create circumstances in which students will enjoy their time in the group, engage in group activities, and 
learn to support themselves and one another through the challenges they face in their daily lives. 

In addition to the Professional Development materials included in the manuals of these two series, on-site 
and web-based inservice PD is available to help educators engage all students in focused practice through 
structured activities and group reflection to build skills and ownership for their social interactions and  
behaviors. 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
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GROWTH MINDSET

 
 is fundamentally focused on improving social and educational outcomes for all 

students, across all the settings they will encounter in their daily lives. Researchers have found that stu-
dents perform at higher levels when they learn, through a structured program, that it is possible to “grow 
their brains” and increase their abilities. Some educators use the term “Growth Mindset” to refer to the 
perspective that students’ abilities are not static and unchanging, and using a variety of approaches— 
including hard work, trying new strategies, and getting input from others—can help everyone learn, grow, 
and improve. 

Each of the Essential Actions is a guide for classroom practice that embodies a positve perspective on stu-
dent growth, and the value of opportunities for "fixing" mistakes. These actions strengthen lessons and 
provide vision, organization, and support this perspective throughout the classroom. In addition to the 
Professional Development materials included in the manuals of these two series, on-site and web-based 
inservice PD is available to help educators engage all students in focused practice through structured activ-
ities and group reflection to build skills and ownership for their social interactions and behaviors. 
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WELCOMING PARENTS AND FAMILIES 

An enormous body of research demonstrates that partnerships between home and school have positive 
impacts on outcomes throughout students’ lives. This learning series can help you partner with your stu-
dents’ families, and help all the adults in your students’ lives learn to interact positively, build healthy 
relationships, and serve as uplifting role models. 

 includes a wealth of reproducible handouts, including:

	 Sample introductory letter to families

	 Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) for families

	 Descriptions of Key Concepts developed specifically for families  
 (Whole Body Listening, Mindfulness, Perspective-Taking, Flexibility)

	 Detailed progress updates with activities and conversational prompts for at-home use

	Overview of conversational “Skill Stickers” and PBIS strategy and prompts for at-home use

School staff are free to copy the handouts, adapt as needed to be culturally responsive to the needs and 
languages of the families in each classroom, send them home with students, and share them with all fam-
ilies in the school and community. Positive Learning Communities is committed to engaging families in the 
empowering work of    ,   , and helping educators form the kinds of 
partnerships that sustain success for all students. 

FAMILY INVOLVEMENT
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The 2018 report from the Aspen Institute National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Devel-
opment found that:

When schools fully integrate social, emotional, and academic development (SEAD)  
into K-12 education, academic performance improves, students are more engaged in 
school, and—as a result—they are more likely to graduate high school and attend and 
graduate from college. The evidence also shows that students with healthy social and 
emotional development are more successful in the workforce and experience greater 
lifetime well-being. 

Research demonstrates that just as academic skills can be cultivated, social and emotional competencies 
can also be nurtured and developed over the course of a student’s school experience. Evidence-based re-
search in clinical psychology, speech pathology, neuropsychology and education underscores the program's 
validity as a Response to Intervention (RTI), with high-quality curricula, rubrics and interventions support-
ing Tiers 1, 2, and 3. 

Implementing the series of  units and lesson plans will guide practitioners through 
effective practices derived from seven key research bases—Theory of Mind, Perspective-Taking, Acting with 
Purpose, Speech Pathology, Mindfulness, Whole-Body Listening, and Cognitive Flexibility. Students engage 
in structured activities including theater games, role-playing, and reflection, while teachers, paraprofes-
sionals, and peers provide feedback that allows students to rehearse interactions and adjust choices in the 
context of a dynamic social moment.

RESEARCH
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Recent research provides ample evidence of the effectiveness of these practices in social skills groups, for 
example:

• Hartigan, 2012 reviewed research demonstrating that theater is an inherently useful tool for children 
who struggle with social interaction, have difficulty with nonverbal and verbal communication, present 
with an inflexible thinking pattern, and have difficulty reading another person’s perspective and mani-
festing empathy and emotional regulation. 

• Minne & Semrud-Clikeman, 2011 investigated socio-dramatic play as the primary therapeutic modal-
ity for children with rigid interests and behavior patterns; they found that all children in the program 
demonstrated improvements in their social interactions and experienced both emotional and behavior-
al development

• Corbett et al, 2013 found that using theater-based, peer-mediated interventions showed significant dif-
ferences in social awareness, social cognition, face processing, and duration of interaction with familiar 
peers;

• Lerner, Mikami, & Levine, 2012 examined social skill development in adolescents and found that par-
ticipants in socio-dramatic affective-relational intervention showed significant improvement in social 
functioning as well as post-treatment maintenance. 

A sample of relevant research and citations follows:

RESEARCH–CONTINUED
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Perspective-Taking and Emotional Connection
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