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From the Director’s Desk…

Thomas P. DiPaola, Ph.D.
Director, Office of Special Populations
RI Department of Education

What’s Inside...

What do the following federal and state
education initiatives all have in common?

They all acknowledge and promote character
education and social and emotional learning
as essential components to school
achievement.  Spring RInnovations will
“connect the dots” to make the relationships
clearer.  The real connections, however, need
to happen at the district and school level.
This is where these individual policies are
coordinated into a comprehensive approach
to directly address the social and emotional
aspects of learning. To that end, this issue
will also feature Tiverton High School’s Peer
Helping Network as an example of a school-
wide program designed to develop a safe
and supportive school climate that reduces
barriers to learning.

-Judith A. Saccardo, Ed.D., Director
Rhode Island Technical Assistance Project (RITAP)
at Rhode Island College

The students in Rhode Island have recently participated in the State Assessment
Program just as our state is disseminating new Grade Level Expectations (GLEs).
These grade specific standards will be the basis for new state assessments which will
begin in the fall of 2005.   The Rhode Island Department of Education is working with
districts and schools to inform school personnel about the GLEs and to ensure that
local curricula are aligned with these expectations.

It is not surprising then that the focus of our attention is on curriculum, instruction,
and assessment, but it is absolutely crucial that we remember that these activities do
not occur in isolation or in a vacuum.  They occur within the school environment.
Each school is a very complex community that is influenced by a variety of factors
from outside and within.  As Dr. de Mesquita points out in his article, the research in

this area is very compelling: the learning environment has a major impact on student achievement.

If we truly believe that school is about enabling children to develop as life-long learners and role models for
others, we must develop and maintain school environments that support and enhance those efforts. We must
create and foster a learning environment that respects all of its members, that is proactive and preventative in
nature, and that is based on the belief that all children can learn if given the opportunity.

As we embark on this work, we must think of providing a safe and secure learning environment, one that offers
access and engagement to all learners.  This universal design in curriculum, instruction, assessment, and
environment ensures that all members of the school community will have the opportunity to perform at their
best academically, socially, and emotionally.

SAVE THE DATE:
November 12, 2004 for the RIDE
Fall Leadership Conference

Family Friendly Schools: What School
& Family Leaders Need to Do to Increase
Student Achievement

A draft of The Rhode Island
Healthy Schools! Healthy Kids!
Social & Emotional Learning
Resource Handbook for Teachers
is available at our website at
www.ritap.org. Please review and
provide your feedback.

Research Links Character Education and School Performance
With pressures mounting for school accountability, improving
assessment results, and federal mandates such as No Child Left
Behind, why should schools bother with nonacademic matters such
as character education? The answer is simple. Efforts focused on
children’s social and emotional development within the context
of classroom instruction translate into significant results in overall
academic achievement. Character education practices have been
shown to create not only a pattern of successful performance in
school, but also help develop habits of success that extend beyond
the classroom into all aspects of life (Zins et al., 2004).

The Collaborative for Academic Social and Emotional Learning
(CASEL) based at the University of Illinois at Chicago, has identified
an extensive collection of research information underscoring the
numerous academic benefits of social and emotional character
development in schools.  CASEL (Zins, Weissberg, & O’Brien, 2003)
has synthesized this information from nearly a thousand educational
research studies conducted in four different areas: school-based
prevention, mental health and positive youth development,
substance abuse prevention, and academic performance and
learning.

continued on page 2

WE KNOW IT WORKS, LET’S USE IT!
No Child

Left Behind

RI High School
Regulations

RI Anti-Bullying
Legislation

SALT

• RI Common Core 
of Learning

• RI Early Learning 
Standards

• SCANS Report

• RI Strategic Plan

•

•

•
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It All Adds Up! – Research compiled by CASEL
165 school-based prevention studies (e.g., mentoring, school-as-community)
130 prevention studies on child mental health
177 school-related prevention studies
207 substance abuse prevention studies

  + 161 studies on effects of positive youth development programs

840 = Total studies linking social & emotional-based character education
and improved attitudes, behavior, and school performance

The results converge in one clear direction – effective social and
emotional learning is not another add-on; it is an essential component
of school success. The question is no longer “Does it work?” but
rather, “Why aren’t schools using what we know works?”

What the Research Findings Tell Us
Programs that promoted self-control and social competency had 
the greatest impact on school success, reduced drop out rates, and
improved attendance (Wilson et al., 2001).

School wide focused programs integrated into instruction (rather 
than isolated programs focused on individual student behavior) 
effectively reduced delinquent behaviors and drug use, and led 
to improved school performance (Wilson et al., 2001).

Multi-year programs focusing on a supportive classroom
environment or a positive whole school climate significantly reduced
serious problems such as aggression, depression, and anxiety, while
positive character development lowered the risk for these disorders
(Greenberg et al., 2001).

Intervention programs designed to decrease behavioral and social
problems enhanced competencies such as assertiveness,
communication skills, and academic performance (Durlak & Wells,
1997).

Skill building and environmental school change strategies were the
most effective (Catalano et al., 2002).

Prevention programs that promote positive social and emotional 
development have a more significant impact (Catalano et al., 2002).

What Influences Learning the Most?
The most effective character education programs are linked directly
to academic outcomes, and enhance school performance by
addressing the social and emotional aspects of academic learning.
A number of positive impacts have been reported in attitudes,
behaviors, and school performance. A review of an additional 179
research chapters, 91 research syntheses, and surveys of 61 national
experts reached the following important conclusions:

• A majority of the most influential factors involved social and 
emotional learning related to student-teacher social interactions,
classroom climate, and peer group relationships.

• Efforts to directly influence the social and emotional aspects of 
learning have the greatest potential for effectiveness (Wang et al.
1997).
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continued from cover…
Over the last five years the Peer Helping Network has
become a strong community, has provided a safety net
for scores of students, and has gained the respect and
support of most faculty, administration, and school
committee members.  Mrs. Schreffler also points out that
beyond creating opportunities for students to develop
empathy, respect, and responsibility, PHN has a practical
aspect that school committees and taxpayers love.  It
creates a valuable resource for the school that is easy to
manage and almost cost-free.  A small amount of funding
for retreats and evening events comes from the Tiverton
Substance Abuse Prevention Task Force.

“I know I’ve helped a couple of kids get the support they needed
just by being a good listener and respecting them.  If every
school had a PHN there would be fewer problems,” Chandra
asserts with the authority of someone who ‘has been
there.’  Her advice to adults is “have faith in the students.
Give them the power and the skills to help each other and most
of them will.”  Mrs. Schreffler adds, “Students need adults,
but they need each other, too.”

Every year the PHN has changed a little as Mrs. Schreffler
and the students learn more, and as the students take an

increased share of the ownership.  Peer Helpers are
selected by a process that has been shaped by the students
themselves.  Upper class students conduct a one hour
‘mini-retreat’ at the middle school giving all eighth graders
a sample of what it ‘looks like, sounds like, and feels
like.’  Eighth graders are then asked to nominate peers
whom they think would be suitable PHN members and
to indicate if they would accept if nominated.  The middle
school faculty is consulted to ensure fair representation
of the 8th grade student body.

“This is definitely NOT your traditional student leadership
group full of scholars and popular kids.  The Peer Helping
Network can be described as an ‘everything’ group.
Members are outgoing and shy, achieving and struggling,
‘never in trouble’ and ‘quite familiar with the assistant
principal’.  This mixture is a conscious choice and a great
advantage.  What Peer Helpers have in common is their
promise to be the ‘eyes and the ears’ of the school, to
watch out for each other, to welcome and protect.

“That’s real preparation for the world,” says one of Chandra’s
peers.  “Real preparation.”

The Peer Helping Network (PHN) puts character education
and social and emotional learning into practice.  The
principles of  the Peer Helping Network are research based.
PHN was created by Bill Eyman, Behavior Specialist at the
RI Department of Education and Marla Schreffler, School
Psychologist at Tiverton High School.  The term, Peer
Helping Network (PHN), was coined by Marla Schreffler.

The PHN is built upon many factors including the need to
belong, a sense of ownership and responsibility, and having
a voice.  It supports resiliency and serves as a protective
factor within the high school.  The PHN is guided by two
principles, the belief that students have the answers to
student issues or problems, and that students are in the
best position to support each other.  Student suggestions
are taken seriously and often lead to major changes in policy

and practice.  The program continues to evolve as students
and adults alike learn and grow from their experiences with
the Peer Helping Network.

The effects of the PHN have been recognized by the New
England Association of Schools and Colleges during Tiverton
High Schools evaluation process and by the Tiverton
Substance Abuse Task Force’s recent needs assessment.
The bottom line is that by all accounts……
it is working!

For more information:
Marla Schreffler
PHN Coordinator/School Psychologist,
401-624-8494 x232

Read More About It:
Catalano et al., (2002). Positive youth development
in the United States: Research findings on
evaluations of positive youth development
programs. Prevention & Treatment, 5(15), 1-103.

Durlak & Wells, (1997). Primary prevention mental
health programs for children and adolescents: A
meta-analytic review. American Journal of
Community Psychology, 25(2), 115-152.

Greenberg, et al. (2001). The prevention of mental
disorders in school-aged children: Current state
of the field.  Prevention & Treatment, 4(1).

Wang, et al. (1997).Learning Influences. In H. J.
Walberg & G. D. Haertel (Eds.), Psychology and
Educational Practice (pp. 199-211). Berkley, CA:
McCutchan.

Wilson et al. (2001). School-based prevention of
problem behaviors: A meta-analysis. Journal of
Quantitative Crimonology, 17,  247-272

Zins, J.E., Weissberg, R.P., O’Brien, M. U. (2003).
Links between safe school environments and
academic achievement. CASEL presentation.

Zins, et al. (Eds.). (2004).Building academic success
on social and emotional learning: What does the
research say? New York: Teachers College Press.

www.CASEL.org  A website for updates on
research and practical advice for educational
leaders, teachers, parents, & others.

Information and Technical Assistance:
Cynthia Davis, Project Coordinator for Character Education and
Social Emotional Learning, R.I. Department of Education and Rhode
Island Technical Assistance Project (RITAP),401-222-4600 x2457
www.ritap.org

Bill Eyman, Behavior Specialist, R.I. Department of Education, Office
of Special Populations and R.I. Technical Assistance Project (RITAP),
401-222-4600 x2311

Linda Nightingale Greenwood, Manager, Coordinated School Health
and Child Nutrition Programs, Office of School Improvement and
Support Services, R.I. Department of Education,
401-222-4600 x2364

Dr. Paul B. de Mesquita, Program Evaluation Consultant for the
Character Education and Social Emotional Learning Project, 401-
222-4600 x2366, pauldem@uri.edu

Resources and Information from WE KNOW IT WORKS, LET’S USE IT!

A draft of The Rhode Island Healthy Schools! Healthy Kids! Social & Emotional Learning Resource Handbook
for Teachers is available at our website at www.ritap.org. Please review and provide your feedback.
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Outcomes Linked to Achievement
Attitudes
(motivation, commitment)

• Better sense of community (bonding)
and view of school as caring

• More positive attitudes toward 
school and learning

• Higher academic motivation and 
educational aspirations

• Greater trust and respect for 
teachers

• Improved coping with school 
stressors

• Increased understanding of 
consequences of behavior

“What the best and wisest parent
wants for his own child, that must
the community want for all of its
children.”  -John Dewey

The research indicates that a comprehensive student
support system is critical in addressing barriers to learning
and ensuring high achievement for every student.  The
national and state education reform agenda reflects this
thinking.  There is also public demand for safe, effective,
and nurturing schools.  Clearly, a comprehensive
education includes social and emotional learning,
character education, and student health, which includes
mental health and well-being, as integral dimensions of
learning.

In Rhode Island, social and emotional learning, character
education, and academic achievement have been
connected to the state standards. The Rhode Island

Common Core of Learning identifies the four major goals
of education as communication, problem solving, body
of knowledge, and responsibility. Students must be
encouraged to take responsibility for their lives and their
future role in society.  The Common Core states that
students will “develop personal characteristics that will enable
them to become good citizens, family members, and parents,
as well as productive workers.”

The chart below features Rhode Island’s most recent
initiatives that recognize the importance of improving
students’ educational achievement, health, and safety
through modeling and teaching interpersonal skills and
individual responsibility.

Educators and Lawmakers Have Responded

Helping in Many Ways - Peer to Peer
Written by: Bill Eyman
Contributors: Chandra Akerblom and Marla Schreffler

“I know what it’s like to be an outcast – to be picked on.
In middle school, I was accused of things I didn’t do.  I
heard racial comments.  I went through a time when I loved
school but didn’t want to go because of the way I was treated.
Now I want to do something so that other kids don’t have
to go through what I’ve gone through.”

-Chandra Akerblom

Chandra is a fifteen-year old, ninth grader at Tiverton High School,
passionately involved in the school’s Peer Helping Network (PHN).
In her role of “peer helper” she participates in team building retreats,
attends monthly meetings of the Network, and confers with the PHN
advisor and school psychologist, Marla Schreffler.  Most importantly,
Chandra is part of a student-driven effort to welcome new students
and to reach out to peers who are isolated, marginalized, and drifting.

Chandra recalls, “When I came to the first Peer Helping
Network retreat as an eighth grader I was shy and withdrawn,
but a couple of the upper class students reached out to me and
I began to feel comfortable.  Gradually, I saw that the Network
is the way the school could be – very diverse individuals trying
to get along to make the school feel safer and better.”
Mrs. Schreffler has been developing the PHN for five
years and she has seen it “move from a ‘program’ to ‘who
we are and the way we do things at Tiverton High School’.
The Peer Helping Network is not a program but a way of life.
The strength of PHN is that students realize they are the ones
who really determine the social environment of the school.
They decide who’s ‘in’ and who’s ‘out,’ who gets recognized
and who gets ignored,” Mrs. Schreffler observes.

Members of the faculty at Tiverton High School
acknowledge that Mrs. Schreffler’s passion, organization,
and perseverance are key factors to the Peer Helping
Network’s growth and influence in the school.  “She is
the thread of continuity that keeps PHN alive year after year.
Good ideas are just ideas without action and Marla is all about
action.”

In subtle, often invisible ways several dozen students
have committed themselves to personal actions that create

an atmosphere of welcome and protection. They help
orient the new ninth graders.  They talk to peers who
need an ear.  They eat lunch with students who want a
buddy.  They stick up for each other.  They sponsor
‘everybody’s welcome’ evening parties. They nod, smile,
wave – small stuff that is sometimes THE event in a
struggling student’s day.

“It’s not perfect,” admits Chandra, with a nod from Mrs.
Schreffler.  “We have our cliques and our petty arguments
like in real life, but we’re working on it.  We’re getting to know
each other better and learning how to work with each other
with all of our differences.  And we keep learning how to reach
out.”

Mrs. Schreffler draws the connection between the activities
of the PHN and the abstractions of Social and Emotional
Learning (SEL).  “Social and Emotional Learning is about
modeling, teaching, and practicing the skills of self-awareness,
social awareness, self-management, relationships, and decision-
making.  In the PHN I don’t do much direct instruction around
the skills, but I try to model them in my own behavior and,
most importantly, I create opportunities for students to practice
the skills in their daily lives.  Sometimes, by the way, ‘creating
opportunities’ means getting out of the way.”

chart continued on next page…

Research is Not Enough!
In summary, these research results inform us, and serve
as a guide for maximizing the educational experiences
schools offer children, but research results alone are not
enough.  Teachers must translate the meaning of these
findings into their daily interactions and classroom
instruction.  This is the most important challenge if we
want to meaningfully educate children for success in life
as well as school!
Written by: Paul Bueno de Mesquita, Ph.D., University of Rhode Island

Performance
(grades, subject mastery)

• Improved math, language arts, and
social studies skills

• Higher achievement test scores and
no declining scores

• More progress in phonological 
awareness

• Improved learning-to-learn skills

• Better problem solving and planning

• Improved non-verbal reasoning

Behaviors
(participation, rule compliance, study habits)

• More classroom participation and higher 
engagement

• Greater effort to achieve; more reading outside 
school

• More involvement in positive activities (e.g., sports,
music, extracurricular)

• More positive interpersonal behaviors

• Fewer absences and suspensions; maintained or 
improved attendance

• Fewer conduct problems; better conflict resolution

• Reductions in incidents of aggression, disruptions,
and violence

1998

Information Works!
Measures the social and emotional health of a school and its
occupants on an annual basis. Provides a statistical profile on
each RI school and district according to the measures the state
deems appropriate, such as student/faculty perception of safety,
daily/transitional stresses, health practices, parent involvement,
school environment, and staff development needs.

1997

School Accountability for Learning and Teaching
(SALT), Rhode Island Department of Education
Delineates “the school” as a whole, the context for teaching and
student learning, as one of three focus areas for school
accountability. SALT urges that schools be viewed as “an
organization and a community” addressing all the structures
and processes that promote and support teaching and learning.
Schools are asked to include consideration of how adult-student
and adult-adult relationships enhance learning as well as how
local policies protect the rights, safety, and health of everyone
in the school.
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In February, 2000, the Rhode Island Department of
Education received a 3 year character education grant
from the U.S. Department of Education.  The goal of the
R.I. Healthy Schools! Healthy Kids! Character Education
Partnership (RICEP) is to help Rhode Island students
achieve high academic performance and personal success
in a safe, healthy, and nurturing environment.  In
partnership with the state’s higher education community
and school districts in four diverse communities
(Pawtucket, Providence, Westerly, and Johnston), the
Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE) has led
the effort to design schools that model universal ethical
values such as respect, responsibility, honesty, and caring.

Highlights of these past three years are as follows:
• professional development offerings including 2 annual 

conferences, 2 summer institutes, train the trainer instruction,
and technical assistance and consultation both within and
outside of the partnering districts

• newspapers-in-education were created highlighting social
and emotional learning as the foundation for resolving 
differences peacefully and for creating healthy relationships

• a course for high school educators on personalizing the 
learning environment

• a joint initiative between Rhode Island College and the 
University of Rhode Island to develop source materials and
instructional resources in the fields of SEL/CE to be 
integrated into the pre-service teacher education programs,
as well as into the graduate courses for school counselors,
school social workers, and school psychologists

• a social and emotional learning website
• a resource library at the Rhode Island Technical

Assistance Project
• RI Healthy Schools! Healthy Kids! Social and Emotional Learning

Handbook for Teachers

Written by: Cynthia D. Davis, Project Coordinator for Character Education
Social and Emotional Learning, RIDE/RITAP

Rhode Island Character Education Partnership

Putting It Into Practice

Please see page 7 for resources and more information…

Compiled by: Sally Arsenault, Education Specialist, RIDE and
Clare Sartori, Consultant, RITAP

2002

New Common Core of Learning
The Rhode Island Common Core of Learning represents the
collective thinking of the citizens of the state. Four main goals
of education were identified: communication, problem solving,
body of knowledge, responsibility. These areas are four
dimensions of a whole. They balance knowledge of content,
skills, and attitudes.

2003

RI Health and Safety of Pupils Act
Incorporates responsibilities of schools to prohibit harassment,
intimidation, and bullying among students, as part of their
safety, school emergency, and crisis response plans. Includes
requirements for education and prevention strategies such as
youth-run programs, conflict resolution skills, and peer
mediation.

2000

Regulations Governing the Education of Children with
Disabilities, Rhode Island Board of Regents for
Elementary and Secondary Education
Implements new requirements for functional behavioral
assessment and behavioral supports under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, 1997 Amendments. Requires school
districts to functionally assess behavior and implement
appropriate behavioral interventions for students with Individual
Education Programs (IEPs) experiencing disciplinary issues,
prior to removal from school beyond ten days.  Identifies other
circumstances whereby IEP teams must review behavioral
intervention plans and modify when necessary.

1999

Leading and Supporting Schools and
Communities, Rhode Island Department of
Education’s Strategic Plan
Expresses consensus beliefs such as: individuals in a community
are responsible for contributing to the well-being of that
community; that all children can and want to learn, and do so
in a variety of ways; that a positive attitude enhances performance
and improves relationships among people; and that dedicated
effort is essential for anyone to achieve at their personal best.

2000

Rhode Island Character Education Partnership
Affirms children’s mental health as a component of school health
that can be supported through character education.  Four Rhode
Island school districts have piloted endeavors to build schools’
capacity to support these efforts as a dimension of the school
environment.

2003

High School Regulations
Requires high schools to address the dimension of personalization,
e.g. student advisories, individual learning plans, flexible
scheduling, comprehensive counseling systems, smaller learning
communities such as schools within a school or interdisciplinary
grade level teams.

2004

Guidance for Submission of District Strategic Plans,
Rhode Island Department of Education
Includes the following core expectations of Rhode Island school
districts, among seven indicators of district capacity to
strategically support student achievement:
•Ensuring safe, healthy, and supportive

environments for students
•Engaging families and the community

2004

Information Works!
The current Infoworks (RIDE website) highlights the following
learning support indicators for schools at the elementary, middle,
and high school levels:
•School Climate •Health Profile •Parent Involvement
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What’s Inside...

What do the following federal and state
education initiatives all have in common?

They all acknowledge and promote character
education and social and emotional learning
as essential components to school
achievement.  Spring RInnovations will
“connect the dots” to make the relationships
clearer.  The real connections, however, need
to happen at the district and school level.
This is where these individual policies are
coordinated into a comprehensive approach
to directly address the social and emotional
aspects of learning. To that end, this issue
will also feature Tiverton High School’s Peer
Helping Network as an example of a school-
wide program designed to develop a safe
and supportive school climate that reduces
barriers to learning.

-Judith A. Saccardo, Ed.D., Director
Rhode Island Technical Assistance Project (RITAP)
at Rhode Island College

Research Links Character Education and School Performance
With pressures mounting for school accountability, improving
assessment results, and federal mandates such as No Child Left
Behind, why should schools bother with nonacademic matters such
as character education? The answer is simple. Efforts focused on
children’s social and emotional development within the context
of classroom instruction translate into significant results in overall
academic achievement. Character education practices have been
shown to create not only a pattern of successful performance in
school, but also help develop habits of success that extend beyond
the classroom into all aspects of life (Zins et al., 2004).

The Collaborative for Academic Social and Emotional Learning
(CASEL) based at the University of Illinois at Chicago, has identified
an extensive collection of research information underscoring the
numerous academic benefits of social and emotional character
development in schools.  CASEL (Zins, Weissberg, & O’Brien, 2003)
has synthesized this information from nearly a thousand educational
research studies conducted in four different areas: school-based
prevention, mental health and positive youth development,
substance abuse prevention, and academic performance and
learning.

continued on page 2

WE KNOW IT WORKS, LET’S USE IT!
No Child

Left Behind

RI High School
Regulations

RI Anti-Bullying
Legislation

SALT

• RI Common Core 
of Learning

• RI Early Learning 
Standards

• SCANS Report

• RI Strategic Plan

•

•

•

•



It All Adds Up! – Research compiled by CASEL
165 school-based prevention studies (e.g., mentoring, school-as-community)
130 prevention studies on child mental health
177 school-related prevention studies
207 substance abuse prevention studies

  + 161 studies on effects of positive youth development programs

840 = Total studies linking social & emotional-based character education
and improved attitudes, behavior, and school performance

The results converge in one clear direction – effective social and
emotional learning is not another add-on; it is an essential component
of school success. The question is no longer “Does it work?” but
rather, “Why aren’t schools using what we know works?”

What the Research Findings Tell Us
Programs that promoted self-control and social competency had 
the greatest impact on school success, reduced drop out rates, and
improved attendance (Wilson et al., 2001).

School wide focused programs integrated into instruction (rather 
than isolated programs focused on individual student behavior) 
effectively reduced delinquent behaviors and drug use, and led 
to improved school performance (Wilson et al., 2001).

Multi-year programs focusing on a supportive classroom
environment or a positive whole school climate significantly reduced
serious problems such as aggression, depression, and anxiety, while
positive character development lowered the risk for these disorders
(Greenberg et al., 2001).

Intervention programs designed to decrease behavioral and social
problems enhanced competencies such as assertiveness,
communication skills, and academic performance (Durlak & Wells,
1997).

Skill building and environmental school change strategies were the
most effective (Catalano et al., 2002).

Prevention programs that promote positive social and emotional 
development have a more significant impact (Catalano et al., 2002).

What Influences Learning the Most?
The most effective character education programs are linked directly
to academic outcomes, and enhance school performance by
addressing the social and emotional aspects of academic learning.
A number of positive impacts have been reported in attitudes,
behaviors, and school performance. A review of an additional 179
research chapters, 91 research syntheses, and surveys of 61 national
experts reached the following important conclusions:

• A majority of the most influential factors involved social and 
emotional learning related to student-teacher social interactions,
classroom climate, and peer group relationships.

• Efforts to directly influence the social and emotional aspects of 
learning have the greatest potential for effectiveness (Wang et al.
1997).
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Outcomes Linked to Achievement
Attitudes
(motivation, commitment)

• Better sense of community (bonding)
and view of school as caring

• More positive attitudes toward 
school and learning

• Higher academic motivation and 
educational aspirations

• Greater trust and respect for 
teachers

• Improved coping with school 
stressors

• Increased understanding of 
consequences of behavior

“What the best and wisest parent
wants for his own child, that must
the community want for all of its
children.”  -John Dewey

The research indicates that a comprehensive student
support system is critical in addressing barriers to learning
and ensuring high achievement for every student.  The
national and state education reform agenda reflects this
thinking.  There is also public demand for safe, effective,
and nurturing schools.  Clearly, a comprehensive
education includes social and emotional learning,
character education, and student health, which includes
mental health and well-being, as integral dimensions of
learning.

In Rhode Island, social and emotional learning, character
education, and academic achievement have been
connected to the state standards. The Rhode Island

Common Core of Learning identifies the four major goals
of education as communication, problem solving, body
of knowledge, and responsibility. Students must be
encouraged to take responsibility for their lives and their
future role in society.  The Common Core states that
students will “develop personal characteristics that will enable
them to become good citizens, family members, and parents,
as well as productive workers.”

The chart below features Rhode Island’s most recent
initiatives that recognize the importance of improving
students’ educational achievement, health, and safety
through modeling and teaching interpersonal skills and
individual responsibility.

Educators and Lawmakers Have Responded

chart continued on next page…

Research is Not Enough!
In summary, these research results inform us, and serve
as a guide for maximizing the educational experiences
schools offer children, but research results alone are not
enough.  Teachers must translate the meaning of these
findings into their daily interactions and classroom
instruction.  This is the most important challenge if we
want to meaningfully educate children for success in life
as well as school!
Written by: Paul Bueno de Mesquita, Ph.D., University of Rhode Island

Performance
(grades, subject mastery)

• Improved math, language arts, and
social studies skills

• Higher achievement test scores and
no declining scores

• More progress in phonological 
awareness

• Improved learning-to-learn skills

• Better problem solving and planning

• Improved non-verbal reasoning

Behaviors
(participation, rule compliance, study habits)

• More classroom participation and higher 
engagement

• Greater effort to achieve; more reading outside 
school

• More involvement in positive activities (e.g., sports,
music, extracurricular)

• More positive interpersonal behaviors

• Fewer absences and suspensions; maintained or 
improved attendance

• Fewer conduct problems; better conflict resolution

• Reductions in incidents of aggression, disruptions,
and violence

1998

Information Works!
Measures the social and emotional health of a school and its
occupants on an annual basis. Provides a statistical profile on
each RI school and district according to the measures the state
deems appropriate, such as student/faculty perception of safety,
daily/transitional stresses, health practices, parent involvement,
school environment, and staff development needs.

1997

School Accountability for Learning and Teaching
(SALT), Rhode Island Department of Education
Delineates “the school” as a whole, the context for teaching and
student learning, as one of three focus areas for school
accountability. SALT urges that schools be viewed as “an
organization and a community” addressing all the structures
and processes that promote and support teaching and learning.
Schools are asked to include consideration of how adult-student
and adult-adult relationships enhance learning as well as how
local policies protect the rights, safety, and health of everyone
in the school.
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In February, 2000, the Rhode Island Department of
Education received a 3 year character education grant
from the U.S. Department of Education.  The goal of the
R.I. Healthy Schools! Healthy Kids! Character Education
Partnership (RICEP) is to help Rhode Island students
achieve high academic performance and personal success
in a safe, healthy, and nurturing environment.  In
partnership with the state’s higher education community
and school districts in four diverse communities
(Pawtucket, Providence, Westerly, and Johnston), the
Rhode Island Department of Education (RIDE) has led
the effort to design schools that model universal ethical
values such as respect, responsibility, honesty, and caring.

Highlights of these past three years are as follows:
• professional development offerings including 2 annual 

conferences, 2 summer institutes, train the trainer instruction,
and technical assistance and consultation both within and
outside of the partnering districts

• newspapers-in-education were created highlighting social
and emotional learning as the foundation for resolving 
differences peacefully and for creating healthy relationships

• a course for high school educators on personalizing the 
learning environment

• a joint initiative between Rhode Island College and the 
University of Rhode Island to develop source materials and
instructional resources in the fields of SEL/CE to be 
integrated into the pre-service teacher education programs,
as well as into the graduate courses for school counselors,
school social workers, and school psychologists

• a social and emotional learning website
• a resource library at the Rhode Island Technical

Assistance Project
• RI Healthy Schools! Healthy Kids! Social and Emotional Learning

Handbook for Teachers

Written by: Cynthia D. Davis, Project Coordinator for Character Education
Social and Emotional Learning, RIDE/RITAP

Rhode Island Character Education Partnership

Compiled by: Sally Arsenault, Education Specialist, RIDE and
Clare Sartori, Consultant, RITAP

2002

New Common Core of Learning
The Rhode Island Common Core of Learning represents the
collective thinking of the citizens of the state. Four main goals
of education were identified: communication, problem solving,
body of knowledge, responsibility. These areas are four
dimensions of a whole. They balance knowledge of content,
skills, and attitudes.

2003

RI Health and Safety of Pupils Act
Incorporates responsibilities of schools to prohibit harassment,
intimidation, and bullying among students, as part of their
safety, school emergency, and crisis response plans. Includes
requirements for education and prevention strategies such as
youth-run programs, conflict resolution skills, and peer
mediation.

2000

Regulations Governing the Education of Children with
Disabilities, Rhode Island Board of Regents for
Elementary and Secondary Education
Implements new requirements for functional behavioral
assessment and behavioral supports under the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act, 1997 Amendments. Requires school
districts to functionally assess behavior and implement
appropriate behavioral interventions for students with Individual
Education Programs (IEPs) experiencing disciplinary issues,
prior to removal from school beyond ten days.  Identifies other
circumstances whereby IEP teams must review behavioral
intervention plans and modify when necessary.

1999

Leading and Supporting Schools and
Communities, Rhode Island Department of
Education’s Strategic Plan
Expresses consensus beliefs such as: individuals in a community
are responsible for contributing to the well-being of that
community; that all children can and want to learn, and do so
in a variety of ways; that a positive attitude enhances performance
and improves relationships among people; and that dedicated
effort is essential for anyone to achieve at their personal best.

2000

Rhode Island Character Education Partnership
Affirms children’s mental health as a component of school health
that can be supported through character education.  Four Rhode
Island school districts have piloted endeavors to build schools’
capacity to support these efforts as a dimension of the school
environment.

2003

High School Regulations
Requires high schools to address the dimension of personalization,
e.g. student advisories, individual learning plans, flexible
scheduling, comprehensive counseling systems, smaller learning
communities such as schools within a school or interdisciplinary
grade level teams.

2004

Guidance for Submission of District Strategic Plans,
Rhode Island Department of Education
Includes the following core expectations of Rhode Island school
districts, among seven indicators of district capacity to
strategically support student achievement:
•Ensuring safe, healthy, and supportive

environments for students
•Engaging families and the community

2004

Information Works!
The current Infoworks (RIDE website) highlights the following
learning support indicators for schools at the elementary, middle,
and high school levels:
•School Climate •Health Profile •Parent Involvement
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Putting It Into Practice

Please see page 7 for resources and more information…
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Helping in Many Ways - Peer to Peer
Written by: Bill Eyman
Contributors: Chandra Akerblom and Marla Schreffler

“I know what it’s like to be an outcast – to be picked on.
In middle school, I was accused of things I didn’t do.  I
heard racial comments.  I went through a time when I loved
school but didn’t want to go because of the way I was treated.
Now I want to do something so that other kids don’t have
to go through what I’ve gone through.”

-Chandra Akerblom

Chandra is a fifteen-year old, ninth grader at Tiverton High School,
passionately involved in the school’s Peer Helping Network (PHN).
In her role of “peer helper” she participates in team building retreats,
attends monthly meetings of the Network, and confers with the PHN
advisor and school psychologist, Marla Schreffler.  Most importantly,
Chandra is part of a student-driven effort to welcome new students
and to reach out to peers who are isolated, marginalized, and drifting.

Chandra recalls, “When I came to the first Peer Helping
Network retreat as an eighth grader I was shy and withdrawn,
but a couple of the upper class students reached out to me and
I began to feel comfortable.  Gradually, I saw that the Network
is the way the school could be – very diverse individuals trying
to get along to make the school feel safer and better.”
Mrs. Schreffler has been developing the PHN for five
years and she has seen it “move from a ‘program’ to ‘who
we are and the way we do things at Tiverton High School’.
The Peer Helping Network is not a program but a way of life.
The strength of PHN is that students realize they are the ones
who really determine the social environment of the school.
They decide who’s ‘in’ and who’s ‘out,’ who gets recognized
and who gets ignored,” Mrs. Schreffler observes.

Members of the faculty at Tiverton High School
acknowledge that Mrs. Schreffler’s passion, organization,
and perseverance are key factors to the Peer Helping
Network’s growth and influence in the school.  “She is
the thread of continuity that keeps PHN alive year after year.
Good ideas are just ideas without action and Marla is all about
action.”

In subtle, often invisible ways several dozen students
have committed themselves to personal actions that create

an atmosphere of welcome and protection. They help
orient the new ninth graders.  They talk to peers who
need an ear.  They eat lunch with students who want a
buddy.  They stick up for each other.  They sponsor
‘everybody’s welcome’ evening parties. They nod, smile,
wave – small stuff that is sometimes THE event in a
struggling student’s day.

“It’s not perfect,” admits Chandra, with a nod from Mrs.
Schreffler.  “We have our cliques and our petty arguments
like in real life, but we’re working on it.  We’re getting to know
each other better and learning how to work with each other
with all of our differences.  And we keep learning how to reach
out.”

Mrs. Schreffler draws the connection between the activities
of the PHN and the abstractions of Social and Emotional
Learning (SEL).  “Social and Emotional Learning is about
modeling, teaching, and practicing the skills of self-awareness,
social awareness, self-management, relationships, and decision-
making.  In the PHN I don’t do much direct instruction around
the skills, but I try to model them in my own behavior and,
most importantly, I create opportunities for students to practice
the skills in their daily lives.  Sometimes, by the way, ‘creating
opportunities’ means getting out of the way.”
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Over the last five years the Peer Helping Network has
become a strong community, has provided a safety net
for scores of students, and has gained the respect and
support of most faculty, administration, and school
committee members.  Mrs. Schreffler also points out that
beyond creating opportunities for students to develop
empathy, respect, and responsibility, PHN has a practical
aspect that school committees and taxpayers love.  It
creates a valuable resource for the school that is easy to
manage and almost cost-free.  A small amount of funding
for retreats and evening events comes from the Tiverton
Substance Abuse Prevention Task Force.

“I know I’ve helped a couple of kids get the support they needed
just by being a good listener and respecting them.  If every
school had a PHN there would be fewer problems,” Chandra
asserts with the authority of someone who ‘has been
there.’  Her advice to adults is “have faith in the students.
Give them the power and the skills to help each other and most
of them will.”  Mrs. Schreffler adds, “Students need adults,
but they need each other, too.”

Every year the PHN has changed a little as Mrs. Schreffler
and the students learn more, and as the students take an

increased share of the ownership.  Peer Helpers are
selected by a process that has been shaped by the students
themselves.  Upper class students conduct a one hour
‘mini-retreat’ at the middle school giving all eighth graders
a sample of what it ‘looks like, sounds like, and feels
like.’  Eighth graders are then asked to nominate peers
whom they think would be suitable PHN members and
to indicate if they would accept if nominated.  The middle
school faculty is consulted to ensure fair representation
of the 8th grade student body.

“This is definitely NOT your traditional student leadership
group full of scholars and popular kids.  The Peer Helping
Network can be described as an ‘everything’ group.
Members are outgoing and shy, achieving and struggling,
‘never in trouble’ and ‘quite familiar with the assistant
principal’.  This mixture is a conscious choice and a great
advantage.  What Peer Helpers have in common is their
promise to be the ‘eyes and the ears’ of the school, to
watch out for each other, to welcome and protect.

“That’s real preparation for the world,” says one of Chandra’s
peers.  “Real preparation.”

The Peer Helping Network (PHN) puts character education
and social and emotional learning into practice.  The
principles of  the Peer Helping Network are research based.
PHN was created by Bill Eyman, Behavior Specialist at the
RI Department of Education and Marla Schreffler, School
Psychologist at Tiverton High School.  The term, Peer
Helping Network (PHN), was coined by Marla Schreffler.

The PHN is built upon many factors including the need to
belong, a sense of ownership and responsibility, and having
a voice.  It supports resiliency and serves as a protective
factor within the high school.  The PHN is guided by two
principles, the belief that students have the answers to
student issues or problems, and that students are in the
best position to support each other.  Student suggestions
are taken seriously and often lead to major changes in policy

and practice.  The program continues to evolve as students
and adults alike learn and grow from their experiences with
the Peer Helping Network.

The effects of the PHN have been recognized by the New
England Association of Schools and Colleges during Tiverton
High Schools evaluation process and by the Tiverton
Substance Abuse Task Force’s recent needs assessment.
The bottom line is that by all accounts……
it is working!

For more information:
Marla Schreffler
PHN Coordinator/School Psychologist,
401-624-8494 x232

Read More About It:
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in the United States: Research findings on
evaluations of positive youth development
programs. Prevention & Treatment, 5(15), 1-103.

Durlak & Wells, (1997). Primary prevention mental
health programs for children and adolescents: A
meta-analytic review. American Journal of
Community Psychology, 25(2), 115-152.

Greenberg, et al. (2001). The prevention of mental
disorders in school-aged children: Current state
of the field.  Prevention & Treatment, 4(1).

Wang, et al. (1997).Learning Influences. In H. J.
Walberg & G. D. Haertel (Eds.), Psychology and
Educational Practice (pp. 199-211). Berkley, CA:
McCutchan.

Wilson et al. (2001). School-based prevention of
problem behaviors: A meta-analysis. Journal of
Quantitative Crimonology, 17,  247-272

Zins, J.E., Weissberg, R.P., O’Brien, M. U. (2003).
Links between safe school environments and
academic achievement. CASEL presentation.

Zins, et al. (Eds.). (2004).Building academic success
on social and emotional learning: What does the
research say? New York: Teachers College Press.

www.CASEL.org  A website for updates on
research and practical advice for educational
leaders, teachers, parents, & others.

Information and Technical Assistance:
Cynthia Davis, Project Coordinator for Character Education and
Social Emotional Learning, R.I. Department of Education and Rhode
Island Technical Assistance Project (RITAP),401-222-4600 x2457
www.ritap.org

Bill Eyman, Behavior Specialist, R.I. Department of Education, Office
of Special Populations and R.I. Technical Assistance Project (RITAP),
401-222-4600 x2311

Linda Nightingale Greenwood, Manager, Coordinated School Health
and Child Nutrition Programs, Office of School Improvement and
Support Services, R.I. Department of Education,
401-222-4600 x2364

Dr. Paul B. de Mesquita, Program Evaluation Consultant for the
Character Education and Social Emotional Learning Project, 401-
222-4600 x2366, pauldem@uri.edu

Resources and Information from WE KNOW IT WORKS, LET’S USE IT!

A draft of The Rhode Island Healthy Schools! Healthy Kids! Social & Emotional Learning Resource Handbook
for Teachers is available at our website at www.ritap.org. Please review and provide your feedback.



Rhode Island Technical Assistance Project
Rhode Island College
600 Mt. Pleasant Avenue
Providence, RI  02908

nnovations

From the Director’s Desk…

Thomas P. DiPaola, Ph.D.
Director, Office of Special Populations
RI Department of Education

The students in Rhode Island have recently participated in the State Assessment
Program just as our state is disseminating new Grade Level Expectations (GLEs).
These grade specific standards will be the basis for new state assessments which will
begin in the fall of 2005.   The Rhode Island Department of Education is working with
districts and schools to inform school personnel about the GLEs and to ensure that
local curricula are aligned with these expectations.

It is not surprising then that the focus of our attention is on curriculum, instruction,
and assessment, but it is absolutely crucial that we remember that these activities do
not occur in isolation or in a vacuum.  They occur within the school environment.
Each school is a very complex community that is influenced by a variety of factors
from outside and within.  As Dr. de Mesquita points out in his article, the research in

this area is very compelling: the learning environment has a major impact on student achievement.

If we truly believe that school is about enabling children to develop as life-long learners and role models for
others, we must develop and maintain school environments that support and enhance those efforts. We must
create and foster a learning environment that respects all of its members, that is proactive and preventative in
nature, and that is based on the belief that all children can learn if given the opportunity.

As we embark on this work, we must think of providing a safe and secure learning environment, one that offers
access and engagement to all learners.  This universal design in curriculum, instruction, assessment, and
environment ensures that all members of the school community will have the opportunity to perform at their
best academically, socially, and emotionally.

SAVE THE DATE:
November 12, 2004 for the RIDE
Fall Leadership Conference

Family Friendly Schools: What School
& Family Leaders Need to Do to Increase
Student Achievement

A draft of The Rhode Island
Healthy Schools! Healthy Kids!
Social & Emotional Learning
Resource Handbook for Teachers
is available at our website at
www.ritap.org. Please review and
provide your feedback.


