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Background and Development

The social/life-skills training movement is the product of many dis-
ciplines and individuals. It is difficult to determine exactly when' the
movement began to coalesce, but Larson (1984) cites Hobbs’ hailing
mental health’s third revolution 20 years ago as a potential beginning
point. Here a shift was detectable moving from ‘‘clinical to public
health and educational models, from exclusively professional to non-
traditional helper populations, and from remedial to preventive
strategies of intervention’’ (Larson, 1984, p. 1). Adkins (1974) refers to
Dewey’s Progressive Education movement of the 1930s and 1940s as
laying some of the foundation for the relevancy of a problem-centered
curriculum in which content was related to life events. George Miller
(1969) introduced the concept of ‘‘giving psychology away’’ through
teaching the principles and skills of psychology to the general public. At
the same time the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Devel-
opment published a yearbook entitled Life Skills in School and Society
(Rubin, 1969) in which the direct teaching of life skills through a cur-
ricular approach was proposed.

The need to focus on the prevention of mental illness was prom-
ulgated by Albee (1969), with the concurrent shift from a focus on
pathology to one on effective functioning, and from the individual to
the social environment. From a growing need for greater efficiency and
effectiveness in counseling and psychotherapy, more systematic ap-
proaches to treatment developed in the form of skills training.

Carl Rogers produced some of the early research (Rogers, Gendlin,
Kiesler, & Truax, 1967) that led to the development of one of the first
training. models by Carkhuff (1969a, 1969b). Concurrent with the
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Carkhuff model, Adkins (Adkins, Rosenberg, & Sharar, 1965), was
developing a life-skills education program as a part of an anti-poverty
training program in the Bedford-Stuyvesant area of New York City.
The term life skills was coined during this period ‘‘to describe the kind
of behavior-based psychological learning needed to help people cope
with predictable developmental tasks’’ (Adkins, 1984, p. 46).

Another early proponent of life-skills training was Bernard Guerney.
““The roots of RE Therapy go back to Filial Therapy, initiated in the
early 1960s. To my knowledge, Filial Therapy was the first therapeutic
method to be formulated in terms of a programmatic educational
model”’ (Guerney, 1984, p. 172).

In the early 1960s Gordon developed a model for training parents
that he based on client-centered principles and named Parent Effec-
tiveness Training.

Drawing on my previous experience designing human relations
courses for managers and supervisors in organizations, I hastily
put together a human relations training program tailored for
parents. My first class in 1962 consisted of only 17 parents. . . . I
wanted the parents to see the program as an educational ex-
perience. To this end I used the language of education (course,
training, students, instructor, textbook, homework, tuition), and
I carefully chose a name to fit this educational model—Parent Ef-
fectiveness Training. (Gordon, 1984, p. 158)

Also nearly 20 years ago Kagan (Kagan & Krathwohl, 1967)
developed his Interpersonal Process Recall (IPR) model, for a film-
based mental health skill building program. This skill training model
was originally developed for mental health practitioners but has been
adapted for use in the military and elsewhere.

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Mosher and Sprinthall (1970, 1971)
introduced the application of developmental psychology to the psy-
chological education of adolescents in secondary schools. This psycho-
educational approach proposed a curriculum that would ‘‘make personal
development a central focus of education’’ (Mosher & Sprinthall, 1971,
p. 3). It became known as Deliberate Psychological Education.

One of the early skills training modalities that was received with
much enthusiasm was Assertiveness Training. It represents the fore-
runner of single focus skills training approaches, e.g., stress reduction,
relaxation therapy, and the like. Some of the pioneers in assertiveness
training were Alberti and Emmons (1970), Galassi (1973), and
Jakubowski (1977).
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Elementary school psychoeducational programs for mental health
were the forerunners of skills training and were first developed by
Ojemann (1959) in the 1950s and later by Bessell and Palomares’
(1967) Magic Circle in the 1960s for both pre-school and elementary
school children.

One could continue to cite other skills training models that were de-
veloped and adapted from the pioneer models. Most of the early models
were developed for professional counselors and therapists or parents, but
were subsequently adapted to others including the general population.

Some second generation models may be represented by those of Gaz-
da’s Human Relations Development (Gazda, Asbury, Balzer,
Childers, Desselle, & Walters, 1973) for teachers and educators,
Goldstein’s (1973) for the poor, Ivey’s (1971) microcounseling for
counselors and therapists, and Egan’s (1975) skilled helping for
_ counselors and therapists. _

A third generation of life-skills training models is build around tax-
onomies of life skills. Present models include the one developed by
Saskatchewan New Start (Smith, 1982) based on a taxonomy of 222
life-skill descriptors in seven categories: problem solving, communica-
tion, assertiveness, self-awareness, critical thinking, central thinking
skills used to develop self-concept, and proactive and reactive manage-
ment skills. A second model is the one outlined by Gazda, Childers,
and Brooks in Foundations of Counseling and Human Services (in press) in
which over 300 life-skills descriptors were classified by developmental
psychologists into a taxonomy of four generic life-skills categories: in-
terpersonal communication and relationships, fitness/health
maintenance, identity development, and problem solving/decision
making. Each of these generic categories contains descriptors for major
life periods of childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, and applications
in settings of family, work, school, and community.

A third model, the Psychosocial Development Matrix (Akridge,
1979) is a life-skills taxonomy developed for use with rehabilitation
clients. The 114 skill statements are organized into six skill ‘‘strands’’
that are subdivided into 27 clusters. The strands are: emotional self-
control, interpersonal relations, objective self-understanding, securing
self financially, self-celebration, and conceptudlizing experiences.

Theoretical Underpinnings

The theories and disciplines that have contributed to the develop-
ment of the social/life-skills training movement are numerous. Some of
these have already been acknowledged, e.g., the theory of Carl Rogers
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that hypothesized the necessary and sufficient conditions for personal-
ity change, and that resulted in a model for helping by Carkhulff.
With the development of the community mental health movement
and the Swampscott Conference in 1965 in which community
psychology originated, a shift was made away from the medical model
and emphasis on defects to one of effective functioning and com-
petence. About this time the humanistic movement in psychology, led
by theorists such as Maslow and Rogers, also .aimed to unleash
people’s strengths by focusing on these in therapy. Counseling
psychology also began to assert itself as the discipline within applied
psychology that focused on maximizing the development of normal in-
dividuals through successful coping with everyday problems.

Paralleling the humanistic movement in psychology was the re-
emergence of behaviorism with applications for clinical interventions.
The behaviorists rejected the medical mode] with its emphasis on intra-
individual defects and shifted to approaches favoring an environmental
control of behavior (Wine & Smye, 1981). The original mechanistic
behavioral interventions have given way to cognitive-behavioral posi-
tions. Social learning theorists have developed complex models that
highlight cognitive structures and capacities and the mutually in-
terdependent relationships between the individual and the environ-
ment (Bandura, 1977).

Although much of the social psychology research has been focused on
contrived laboratory situations bearing little resemblance to real life situa-
tions, nevertheless ‘‘experimental social psychology has provided the-
oretical models and impetus to the cognitive revolution and to the shift to
concern with environmental variables’”” (Wine & Smye, 1981, p. 24).

One must also include the group counseling and therapy explosion of
the 1960s and 1970s that led to the small group as the primary medium
through which the social/life-skills training models have been im-
plemented. Although the skills training is applicable to one-on-one in-
teractions, most models are designed to be implemented through the
small group.

Drum and Knott (1977) recognized the shift in the group movement
away from unstructured interview methods to more structured ap-
proaches. They were among the first to relate the skills training models
to the small group process. They defined the structured group as “‘a de-
limited learning situation with a predetermined goal, and a plan de-
signed to enable each group member to reach this identified goal with
minimum frustration and maximum ability to transfer the new learn-
ings to a wide range of life events”” (Drum & Knott, 1977, p. 4).
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According to Wine and Syme (1981), the single concept that best en-
capsulates the model of human functioning underlying these
developments in psychology is competence:

The defining characteristic of competence approaches is a concern
with the environment. . . . In terms of individual behaviors, they
usually emphasize, in combination with the effectiveness of overt
behaviors, cognitive capacities such as response repertoires, cop-
ing skills, problem-solving abilities, the capacity to generate ap-
propriate matches between behavior and situation requirements.
. .. The shift to competence models has encouraged more broadly
based, optimistic views of the nature of human beings. (Wine &
Smye, 1981, p. 24)

Appropriate Texts

Several recent texts have appeared that provide excellent samplings
of both the research on social/life-skills training procedures and various
models. Bellak and Hersen (1979) edited Research and Practice in Social
Skills Training. ‘“The purpose of this volume is to present. . . an evalua-
tion, to discuss the state of the art, identify strengths and weaknesses,
and point out directions in which future research should proceed’’
(Bellak & Hersen, 1979, p. x).

Wine and Smye (1981) edited Social Competence in which they sam-
pled the most influential work in the area. They described the contribu-
tions in the text as follows:

Part I of the book presents broad perspectives on the social com-
petence construct, including historical background, conceptual
models, and critical reviews. Part I presents works on the assess-
ment and enhancement of social competence in children, while
Part III focuses on institutionalized psychiatric populations. In
Part IV a British social interaction approach to social skills train-
ing is contrasted with the popularized North American asser-
tiveness model. The approaches presented in the book vary in
their target populations and settings and in their concepts of social
competence from those that focus on packages of specific overt
behavioral skills to those primarily concerned with cognitive
structures. They will share an emphasis on the effectiveness of in-
terpersonal intervention. (p. xi)

Similar to the texts cited above is Socta! Skills Training, edited by Curran
and Monti (1982). They describe its content as follows:

We have tried to strike a balance in the volume between the ap-
plied aspects of social skills assessment and treatment and more
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basic research and philosophical issues. This book is divided into
four parts. The first two parts deal with social skills training, with
the first concentrating on schizophrenics and the second dealing
with other populations. The third part focuses upon the assess-
ment of social skills with an emphasis on the issues involved in
assessment and the development of assessment strategies. The
fourth part is oriented toward a philosophy of science and in-
dicates potential future directions for social skills training. (p. vii)

A recent text that illustrates the social skills training movement in
England is edited by Spence and Shepherd (1983), Developments in Soctal
Skills Training. The editors describe their text in the following manner:

We have tried to cover the range of common psychological and
psychiatric problems involving adults, children, and adolescents.
We have also included contributions on what we see to be some of
the potentially important growth areas for the future. We selected
our contributors because of their extensive experience as practi-
tioners and asked them to concentrate on the practical, rather
than the research, issues. (p. vii)

Two recent texts provide descriptions of models of life-skills training
with applications to .varying populations and reports of research on
these populations. Marshall and Kurtz (1982) edited Interpersonal Help-
ing Skills:

In this book we attempt to capture the multidisciplinary uses of
helping skills. The contributors document the generic applicabil-
ity of both helping skills models and their accompanying training
methods to a wide range of helping fields. Application illustra-
tions were drawn from the fields of education, clinical and
counseling psychology, special education, vocational rehabilita-
tion, psychiatry, health care, nursing, and social work. The book
is intended for those actively engaged in training helpers,
whatever their orientation or affiliation. It constitutes a guidebook
as well as a reference for graduate and undergraduate courses in
helping skills. (p. x)

In addition to the models presented in this book by the various
developers, the authors abstracted all skills training research publica-
tions from 1970 through 1981 and reported these in Resource A.
‘“‘Resource B is a comprehensive compilation of existing packaged
training programs, films, audiotapes, videotapes, simulations, and
organizations offering training and consultation services’’ (pp. xi-xii).
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A second text, edited by Larson (1984), Teaching Psychological Skills, also
contains representative models of social/life-skills training. This book con-
tains 14 models, most of which have been described by the originators.
It provides and excellent overview of social/life-skills training.

A third text, similar to these, is under development by L’Abate and
Milan (in press), Handbook of Social Skills Training and Research. 1.’ Abate
was also instrumental in the development of the Interpersonal Skills
Training and Research Association (ISTARA). This organization
represents the first attempt, to our knowledge, at organizing the
social/life-skills movement. A set of bylaws and committee structures
have been developed and the association is now in a position to coor-
dinate the efforts of this movement. (Persons interested in more infor-
mation about this association should write to ISTARA, Box 654,
Georgia State University, Atlanta, GA 30303.)

Contributors to this Special Issue

The remaining articles in this special feature deal with selected
aspects of current activity in the social/life-skills training movement.
Mildred Powell reports on the Interpersonal Group Processes/Life-
Skills Training program at the Veterans Administration Medical
Center in Augusta, Georgia. This program is one of several promising
skills training endeavors aimed at psychiatric populations.:

Dale Larson and Ruth Cook present an overview of skills training
programs in educational settings, particularly elementary and secon-
dary schools. The reader will notice the similarities between the ap-
proaches they describe and those utilitized by Powell and her col-
leagues with psychiatric inpatients. This demonstrates one of the
strengths of social/life-skills training, viz., that psychoeducational in-
terventions such as those described here are eminently flexible and
adaptable to a wide variety of settings.

James Gaudin and David Kurtz review the literature of skills train-
ing programs developed for abusing parents. While research results are
inconclusive at this point, they find reason to be optimistic that skills
training will emerge as a preferred modality in dealing with this tragic
social problem.

Saskatchewan NewStart was an innovative effort by the Canadian
government in the 1960s to provide skills training for elements within the
population who were functioning at less than socially contributory and
self-enhancing levels. The project was so successful that it is now a na-
tionwide effort coordinated by Employment and Immigration Canada, an
agency for which there is no single equivalent in the United States. The
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stated goal of these programs is to help develop ‘balanced self-determined
persons.”’” Joan Hearn focuses on aspects of current concern to skills train-
ing advocates not only in Canada, but worldwide, viz., how to accom-
modate the inevitable values imparted in skills training while respecting
the cultural heritage of various groups.

The editors hope that readers will be sufficiently intrigued by the ele-
ments of skills training provided by these articles that they will seek out
some of the additional resources outlined above. Our aim is conver-
sion, convinced as we are that the potential of skills training in its vari-
‘ous forms for alleviating the human condition is just now being glimpsed.
‘We are confident that this is a movement whose time has come.
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