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The Opportunity


In January 2008 I was invited to Charles Carroll Middle School (CCMS) in Bowie, Maryland to teach media interviewing skills to eleven Grade 8 students. They were studying cancer as part of their Science curriculum, and their teacher thought they would gain a deeper understanding of the disease if they had a personal interaction with cancer survivors.  He arranged for a group of students to do interviews with cancer survivors and practitioners at the Lombardi Comprehensive Cancer Center in Washington DC.   The patients are part of an Arts & Humanities program designed to help patients and family members cope with the disease through music, drama, dance, visual and literary arts.  As an experienced television interviewer my task was to help the students prepare for this opportunity.  

The Process


Using a television journalism model the students divided into teams of three.  Each team had a Producer, Interviewer and Camera Operator. Each team was responsible for interviewing two people – one cancer survivor, and one practitioner (an oncologist and/or various arts and humanities therapists/practitioners).  The students selected their roles based on a   description of the skills needed to do the job.  In addition, one student volunteered to be the Photojournalist – to take photographs and tell the story of the student’s learning process. I worked with the students for three and a half days.  A CCMS teacher who was familiar with the students was in the room with us, and available if I needed any assistance. The first two days were dedicated to learning the skills of research, interview design, conducting on-camera interviews, and videography.  On day three we went to Lombardi Cancer Center to do the interviews. On the final day we screened the Lombardi interview tapes and I provided feedback.  The students then reflected on the learning experience. 


Throughout the process of teaching journalistic skills I attempted to identify, model and encourage social and emotional competencies. In this paper I present the CCMS experience as a case study to explore how the Social and Emotional Learning framework could fit into Media Interview Training in a school setting. This reflection is organized around three areas of research:  Positive Youth Psychology, Self-Determination Theory, and Social and Emotional Learning.

A Positive Youth Psychology Framework


Positive Youth Development (PYD) is an approach that focuses on young peoples’ strengths, skills and possibilities rather than their risk and deficits (Damon, 2004; Benson et al, 2006; Larson, 2000).  The PYD framework provides a lens through which one views young people. The majority of students in Charles Carroll Middle School come from low-income families.  Many have experiences divorce and the loss of loved ones. I was told that the school has a history of high levels of student aggression and some gang activity. Having a PYD framework meant that I was less interested in the students’ current and past problems, and more interested in discovering their talents, interests and dreams. This positive orientation towards the students was especially important in the initial stages of the training.  Students arrived on the first day with fears and concerns about themselves, the process, and me.  The students’ facial expressions and body language reflected these concerns.  Many looked at me with crossed arms, frowns and even scowls. I could easily have interpreted their reactions negatively and approached them in a guarded and punitive manner.  A PYD approach rooted me in the belief that these students had the ability and desire to learn and it was my job to maximize their potential.  In retrospect I was grateful to have had a PYD framework because when, at the end of the week, students looked back on the first day of training they revealed what I was seeing in their faces were feelings of fear and self- doubt: 


“When we first started on the project I was kind of scared about meeting our 
over-all producer and how the interviewees would act or they would feel about 
the cancer questions we had.”

 ••••


“I was worried about the school part - worried that I wouldn’t do well”
 
A PYD approach also sees youth as full partners in the community-child relationship, bearing the full share of rights and responsibilities (Damon, 2004).  Encouraging and preparing CCMS students to interview cancer patients at Lombardi Center had the potential to build a new connection between the students and their community.  As an instructor my emphasis was less on student’s performance and more on the opportunity and privilege they had been given to interact with cancer survivors.  It was their responsibility to make sure this was a safe and comfortable experience for the interviewee.  From the start, the emphasis was on service and empathy toward “other”. 


Finally, a PYD approach takes seriously the importance of moral beliefs in shaping identity and perspective of the future.  The more opportunities young people have to describe themselves using moral terms, the more likely they are to use these moral beliefs to shape their behaviour (Damon, 2004). Through the Lombardi Center experience CCMS students were encouraged to perceive and describe themselves and their actions in positive moral terms. One female student said that when she first arrived at the hospital she was “fidgety”.  But, then things changed:

“After it was all done and finished I felt really good about myself. I was proud of my group and everyone else. We were able to meet new people and find out why people chose to do this project and mainly people wanted to take part in this for a good cause and not just to get out of class.”

One student was so moved by his interactions with cancer survivors that he developed a new sense of purpose:  


“those with cancer are still suffering, and it made me think that I might want to 
try and find a way to cure cancer.”

Self Determination Theory (SDT) as a Guiding Principle


“SDT assumes that people are by nature active and self-motivated, curious and interested, vital and eager to succeed because success itself is personally satisfying and rewarding” (Deci & Ryan, 2007). SDT proposes that to remain intrinsically motivated and to experience the most positive psychological, developmental and behavioural outcomes people need to feel autonomous, related to others, and competent (Deci & Ryan 2000).  Autonomy, belonging, and competence – these are the ABC’s that were my guiding principles as I worked with the students at CCMS.  

Autonomy

Autonomy means to act with a sense of choice. Autonomy is not the same as independence where a person functions alone and does not rely on others.  At every step of the CCMS project students had support from each other and from me, but they also had a large degree of autonomy: they volunteered to be part of the project, they selected the role they would play in the video teams, they selected (from a short list) the individuals they would interview.  With my guidance the students researched the people they would be interviewing and identified questions they wanted to ask. As the students worked on research in the school library one of their regular teachers approached me to say that she had never seen these students so “motivated”.  In keeping with the Self Determination Theory, this motivation could be explained in part by the high degree of autonomy the students had in the process.

Belonging (relation to others)


Throughout the process, several relationships were formed and/or strengthened.  First, the students identified as a small group within the larger school population.  On the first day I encouraged them to name this group as a way of cementing their identity.  They called themselves “The Crew”.  On the final day of the project I presented a slide show of photographs and music that told the story of “The Crew”. This presentation was co-produced by the student Photojournalist.  Each student received a copy of the slide show as a lasting memory of the experience they shared as a group. This was intended to reinforce their sense of belonging to “The Crew”. One student’s comments sum up the new bond she felt with her classmates:

“I didn’t know a lot of the other students. I had seen them around the school before but I never really talked to them. So that made me think that I wasn’t going to get along with them but as a conclusion I did. As “the crew” as we called it, we grew to become closer and work together. Throughout the week we got a chance to bond and get to know each other better. We shared our ideas and made decisions together and not as an individual.” 


There is evidence that the students’ sense of belonging to their school was also heightened by their Lombardi experience. The Lombardi Center had never before invited students to do interviews with cancer survivors, and throughout the preparation process I talked to the students about how the Lombardi organizers might feel about a group of young people coming to the hospital.  The students thought the organizers may be a bit nervous that the students would “break things”,  “make too much noise” or “get in the way of patients”. This was an exercise in perspective taking. I encouraged them to think about things they could do to help the organizers relax, and their responses demonstrated a great deal of empathy.   They were determined to leave a good impression at Lombardi Center, and they were successful.  One of the results was that students felt like “Ambassadors” for Charles Carroll Middle School:

“I am proud to say that I go to Charles Carroll and that I had a great chance to do something educational out of school not all schools are like CCMS.”

•••

“I never thought I would be given the opportunity to participate in this project because that is not something that normally happens at my school. So my view toward the school changed, I was able to see that the school was improving and that it was trying to help the students.”

The morning after the Lombardi experience a CCMS teacher who had accompanied us to Lombardi Center, arranged for “The Crew” to talk about their experience on the morning announcements.  These Ambassadors were proud to share their accomplishments with their fellow students. 

Competence

Over a short period of time the CCMS students mastered skills that they had previously only seen performed on television.  Suddenly, they were talk show hosts, television producers and videographers.  In North American culture people who are in these roles are held in high esteem.  My theory is that the fact that these students were taking on the roles of television professionals influenced greatly their growing sense of competence.


Using Vygotsky terms, I scaffolded each students’ learning through their individual zones of proximal development (Puzyrei, 2007). Rather than set an arbitrary goal for success I coached each student to make incremental improvements in their performance.  I was deliberate in naming the skills they were demonstrating, and pointing out the improvements as we watched the video of their practice interviews. Through video playback they could literally watch themselves improve over two days of rehearsals. Their feelings of competence were apparent in their final reflections:

“My feelings toward myself changed gradually as we moved through the process of learning how to interview. I think my abilities are much more increased because now I feel as if I can lead. When I talked to the interviewee I had an odd feeling of being in control.” 

•••

“By doing this project I have learned that I can do anything if I put my mind to it.”

Promoting Social and Emotional Learning


CASEL, The Collaborative for Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (http://www.casel.org/ ) defines Social and Emotional Learning as a “processes through which children and adults develop fundamental emotional and social competencies to recognize and manage emotions, develop caring and concern for others, establish positive relationships, make responsible decisions, and handle challenging situations constructively.” Research findings show that social and emotional skills can be taught and that they promote positive development and reduce problem behaviours (Greenberg et al, 2003; Graczyk et al, 2000;  Greenberg & Kusche, 2006; Hymel et al, 2006).  In the process of teaching CCMS students journalistic skills of research, interviewing and videography I attempted to model, encourage and teach social and emotional skills.  In this section I will describe some of the strategies I used to encourage social and emotional learning.  I will also share students’ reflections that indicate that they learned some of these skills through the Lombardi project.  The question that remains is which strategies had an impact on which outcomes? For the purposes of this discussion I will use CASEL ‘s SEL competencies (http://www.casel.org/basics/skills.php).
Self Awareness

Recognizing one’s emotions and values as well as one’s strengths and 

limitations; sense of self confidence


The first activity we did as a group was to introduce ourselves by answering the question “Tell me a story about your name”.  Since media interviews are about telling stories, I thought this would be a way for the students to practice telling stories.  On another level, I was aware that in the middle years young people are forming identity, and our names are an important part of identity.  How our parents chose our names may impact how we perceive ourselves.  At first the students thought it was a “weird” question. But after I shared the story behind my name they started to share their own. Interestingly, most of the students knew the story behind their name.  Some expressed pride at being named after a family member, others thought their names reflected some part of their personality.  The students that did not know the story of their names returned on the second day and (unsolicited) had done research to find out where their names came from.  In the process they had had new conversations with their parents, and gained new information and awareness about themselves. 


I introduced a tool that would help us identify and report our moods.  The Mood Meter (Brackett, M & Maurer, M, 2004) provides a framework for students to rate themselves on a scale from one to ten on Energy (low to high), and Feelings (pleasant to unpleasant). The students responded enthusiastically to this tool, and after the first session they often used the Mood Meter numbers to let the group know how they were feeling. They were not required to give details about what caused them to feel a “2” or a “9”.  Simply stating the number was enough – unless they wanted to elaborate.  It appeared that this exercise set the tone for the group – establishing that it was safe to talk about feelings in this setting.  

 
Another strategy used to draw attention to feeling words was the feedback I provided while we screened their videotaped interviews.  As we watched the student interviewer and interviewee on the screen I stopped the tape and asked questions about how the interviewer felt in that moment?  How did the way they appeared/looked match what they felt inside?  How might their own emotional state affect the person they were interviewing?  What might they do with their body language and facial expressions to make the interviewer feel even more comfortable and heard?  Students were quick to respond to these questions, and with each interview session they were able to make changes to their performance to better match their feelings and intentions to their body language.


I also worked with the camera operators using feeling words.  We watched videos where the shot was a close-up on the interviewees face and we compared the feelings this shot evoked to a wide-shot where the viewer could not see the person’s eyes and facial expression.  The videographers talked about these differences, and related it to the interviews we would be doing with cancer survivors.  How much emotion would they want to convey?   Why?   How would they accomplish this?  The key message in these activities was that the interviews with cancer survivors would be emotional, and the more aware the ‘journalists’ were of their own emotional state, and what their body language and facial expressions were conveying, the better they would be at making the interviewee comfortable.


One measure of how this experience impacted self awareness (and self expression) was through teacher report.  A CCMS teacher who was in the classroom with us commented that for some students this was the most she had ever seen them talk about their lives. 

Social Awareness


Showing understanding and empathy for others;  the ability to take others’ 
perspectives, and to appreciate and interactive with diverse groups.


I was not teaching the students how to perform as interviewers.  I was teaching them to empathize with their interviewee and create a context in which the interviewee would be comfortable telling their story.  That meant that students had to think about the kinds of questions they would ask, in what order, and with what tone.  One strategy I used to help them differentiate between feeling questions and thinking questions was to ask them to tell me what they had learned about cancer in Science class.  Initially, all of their answers related to cancer at a cellular level.  As they talked I drew what they were describing. The white board was full of small dots representing cells.  I then asked them what was outside of the cells. They started to describe the layers out from the cells, and as they spoke I drew.  Eventually, I had drawn a whole person – with a body and a heart and a head.  The message was that the cancer survivors they would be meeting were whole people who happened to have a disease.  They were not the disease.  This drawing led to a discussion about people the students had known who had cancer.  I left the drawing of the whole person on the board, and as the students began doing research and designing interviews we referred often to the drawing asking the question “is this a heart question (ie. a feeling question), or a head question (ie. a thinking/factual question)?”  


The next step was to design the interviews. This required students putting their researched questions in an order that would make it most comfortable for the interviewee to tell their story.  I drew a simple arc on the board (a reverse U) and described the interview design in terms of a dramatic arc.    The interviews would begin with a non-threatening, very comfortable question and gradually move up the arc towards more emotional (heart) questions, and then move back down the arc to less emotional questions.  I gave a real-life example of a conversation where the climax (ie. top of the dramatic arc) was someone telling me a story about their father dying.  I asked them “how would this person feel if, at that emotional moment, I suddenly ended the conversation?”.  They said the person would feel “used”  or “embarrassed”.  Using this scenario we worked as a group to design an interview using the dramatic arc as our guide.   When it came time for each team of students to design their own interviews for Lombardi Center, they referred continually to the dramatic arc to decide where each question should go.  


In their interviews at Lombardi the students’ demonstrated self- confidence, and respect for the interviewees.  They were not doing the interviews from rote memory, these were clearly meaningful conversations. The interviewees expressed their gratitude and surprise at how professional the interview teams had behaved.  Here are some student reflections that seem to indicate an increase in social awareness:


 “This was a great experience to be involved in because I was able to feel how 
someone with a special need felt when they were going through hard times in their 
lives.”

•••


“We also found out how cancer has affected their feelings and their lives. The 
feelings that were expressed on some of the patients and workers face was kind of  
depressed but most  of them was happy and relieved.”

•••


“Some of the patients that were there didn’t want to be bothered with and they 
looked very grumpy and we tried our best to stay out of there way so we wouldn’t 
make them feel more worse than they already did. I sort of felt bad for some of 
them because they had to go threw a lot in order to get threw the process of having 
cancer.”

Self Management & Relationship Skills


Managing emotions and behaviours to achieve one’s goals; being able to regulate 
one’s own emotions, conscientious, perseverance  


Forming and maintaining positive relationships, working in a team, negotiating 
conflict, seeking help when needed.


I have no experience as a classroom teacher and so I entered this process with a somewhat naïve belief that behaviour management would not be an issue.  As it turned out, this proved to be true.  At the end of the week I asked the CCMS teacher who had been observing the process why she thought the students behaved so well.  She observed that I provided “structure” (ie. clear tasks with defined deadlines), and that I made the tasks “challenging, but not overwhelming”. Upon reflection I wonder if my high expectations contributed to the students’ controlled behaviour.  There was only one instance where I needed to correct inappropriate behaviour.  When we began doing rehearsed interviews where I was the “mock interviewee” one student turned to the camera and hammed “hi mom!”.  I stopped tape and said firmly “that will not happen.  When we are on set, we behave in a professional manner – even when we are rehearsing”.  This was not an issue of the student being bad or good.  This was about being professional.  From that point on all students behaved in a professional manner at all times.  Students learned on-set protocol, and practiced their roles from greeting and orienting the interviewee, to doing the interview, and finally thanking the interviewee for their participation.  The students expressed delight at learning the proper way to behave in this context, and they took their roles seriously.


I learned afterward that two of the students in “The Crew” had a history of aggression towards each other.  In the time I spent with them I did not see any evidence of tension between these students.  Two weeks after the Lombardi interviews I asked students to write their reflections in the form of a letter to current Grade 7 students, explaining why the younger students should or should not take part in the Lombardi Center project next year.  One of the students who had previously had problems with his classmate wrote: 


“One important thing is that they will make new friends. If they have to work with 
people they don’t like, they will have to try their hardest to appreciate the group 
that they are in. For example, I had to work with this boy name XXX  and we 
weren’t cool. After the project, we were able to get along and we did our part in 
the project.”

Other comments reflected learning in the area of self-management and relationship skills:


“The changes I experienced in my own knowledge was how to communicate more 
with people I don’t know. My feelings about myself changed because I just felt at 
first I wasn’t very social and with the project I didn’t think it changed a lot but in 
fact it did change a lot in ways I couldn’t explain.”

•••


“One of the things I learned was how to come up with really good questions to 
ask people. I learned how not to be afraid to ask questions because it might sound 
dumb. I learned to get to know people better and to have a connection with them 
in our group and in other groups also. “

 Conclusion


The Grade 8 students who took part in the CCMS – Lombardi Center interviews consistently reported that through the process they learned new skills and gained greater confidence. In particular, their reflections indicate that social and emotional learning occurred.   What is not clear is which specific processes and interactions contributed to which learning.  Future quantitative analyses could test hypothesis to answer this questions.  The result would be findings that can be more generalized.  However, this case study does illustrate the important contribution qualitative research makes to the field of Social and Emotional Learning.  It is through observing young people in settings like the CCMS-Lombardi project that we gain new insights into the kinds of interventions and interactions that may have a positive impact on the lives of young people.  By focusing on quantitative analyses only,  and taking precise measures of target concepts we miss the opportunity to take a fresh look at what our scientific questions should be.   As Suniya Luthar and Pamela Brown point out “developmental science typically involves tests of discrete hypotheses, but this presupposes that we know what to test” (Luthar & Brown , 2007).  The questions raised through qualitative research (using artifacts such as participant observation, reflections, videotaped interviews) may be unexpected or previously untested. For example, the CCMS-Lombardi project leads me to ask if there is something inherent in the process of learning to do an interview that leads to social and emotional learning?  How important is the relationship between the interview instructor and the student in relation to their SEL?  What do students learn about their emotions and the emotions of others by watching themselves on videotape conducting interviews?  Are students able to transfer this learning from videotaped interviews to everyday conversations?  How long term is the shift in attitude about self and other?  It is only through testing the process and gathering observations and reflections from the students, teachers, interviewees and others that we can find clues for questions to be asked in future research.  


I learned much more than I expected from the Charles Carroll Middle School students.  I look forward to doing further investigation to discover how this experience can inform teaching in a way that enhances social and emotional learning for all children.
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