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UNDERSTANDING THE SOCIAL SKILLS RATING SYSTEM: A COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE

In today’s interconnected world, the ability to navigate social interactions effectively is as crucial as
academic knowledge. For educators, psychologists, and parents, assessing a child’s social
competence can be challenging without a reliable framework. That is where the Social Skills
Rating System (SSRS) comes into play. Developed as a multi-source assessment tool, the SSRS
gives professionals a structured method to evaluate social behaviors, problem behaviors, and
academic competence in children and adolescents. This article explores every aspect of the Social
Skills Rating System, from its origin and components to its practical applications and limitations,
providing a thorough resource for anyone seeking to understand how social-emotional learning can
be measured and improved.

What Is the Social Skills Rating System?

The Social Skills Rating System is a standardized, norm-referenced instrument designed to
assess social behaviors in children aged 3 to 18 years. Originally developed by Frank M. Gresham
and Stephen N. Elliott in 1990, the SSRS has become one of the most widely used tools in school
psychology and clinical settings. Unlike informal observations or single-rater checklists, the SSRS
gathers perspectives from multiple sources—teachers, parents, and the students themselves—to
provide a comprehensive picture of a child’s social functioning.

The system focuses on three core domains: social skills, problem behaviors, and academic
competence. Each domain includes specific subscales that target behaviors such as cooperation,
assertion, self-control, externalizing problems, internalizing problems, and hyperactivity. By
measuring both positive social behaviors and challenging behaviors, the SSRS helps identify
strengths and areas that need intervention, making it a cornerstone of social-emotional learning
assessment.

The Development and Structure of the
SSRS

Gresham and Elliott designed the Social Skills Rating System to address a gap in behavioral
assessment tools. Prior to the SSRS, most evaluations focused solely on deficits or pathology,
ignoring the presence of adaptive social skills. The SSRS is built on a theoretical model that social
competence is not just the absence of negative behaviors but also the presence of positive social
interactions. This dual focus makes it especially valuable for designing targeted interventions.

The SSRS includes separate forms for different age groups (preschool, elementary, secondary) and
for different raters. The teacher form, parent form, and student self-report form each contain items
that align with the three core domains. For example, a teacher may rate how often a student joins a
group activity (social skill) or how often the student fights with others (problem behavior). The
student self-report allows older children to reflect on their own social confidence, giving insight into
their perceived social competence.

Key DomMAINS MEASURED BY THE SSRS

1. Social Skills: Includes subscales for cooperation (e.g., following directions), assertion (e.qg.,
initiating conversations), responsibility (e.g., taking care of belongings), empathy (e.g.,
understanding others’ feelings), and self-control (e.g., responding appropriately to teasing).

2. Problem Behaviors: Covers externalizing behaviors (e.g., aggression, acting out),
internalizing behaviors (e.g., anxiety, withdrawal), and hyperactivity (e.qg., fidgeting,
impulsivity).

3. Academic Competence: Rated only by teachers, this domain examines reading and math
performance, motivation, and general classroom functioning.

Each item is scored on a frequency scale (never, sometimes, often) and, for social skills, also on an
importance scale (not important, important, critical). This dual rating helps prioritize which skills to
teach or reinforce.

How the Social Skills Rating System Is
Administered and Scored

Administering the SSRS is straightforward but requires training to interpret results accurately. The
teacher and parent questionnaires take about 10-15 minutes to complete, while the student form
may take slightly longer for younger children. The tools are available in paper-and-pencil formats as
well as digital versions, making them accessible for school-wide screenings or individual evaluations.

Scoring involves converting raw scores into standard scores and percentiles based on age and
gender norms. The SSRS provides cutoff scores that indicate whether a child falls in the average
range, below average, or above average for each domain. For example, a low social skills score
combined with high problem behavior scores may signal the need for social-emotional learning
interventions. The academic competence scale is particularly helpful for identifying children who
struggle not only socially but also in the classroom environment.

One of the strengths of the Social Skills Rating System is its multi-informant approach.
Discrepancies between teacher and parent ratings can reveal situational variations—a child may
behave well at home but poorly at school, or vice versa. These patterns inform more tailored
intervention strategies, such as social skills training that focuses on peer interactions in school
settings.

Applications in Education and Clinical

Settings

The SSRS is extensively used in schools for several purposes: universal screening for social-
emotional difficulties, identifying students who may need special education services, monitoring
progress in social skills interventions, and evaluating the effectiveness of school-wide positive
behavior support programs. Because the system is standardized, it provides objective data that can
support eligibility decisions for services such as individualized education programs (IEPs) or
behavioral support plans.

In clinical settings, psychologists use the SSRS to assess children referred for social anxiety, conduct
disorders, autism spectrum disorders, or attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). The
problem behavior scale helps differentiate between types of behavioral challenges, while the social
skills scale highlights baseline social competence. For instance, a child with ADHD may score high on
hyperactivity but also show strengths in assertion, guiding a therapist to leverage those strengths
during treatment.

Moreover, the SSRS aligns well with frameworks like Response to Intervention (RTI) and Positive
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS). Teachers can use the system to track a student’s
response to universal social-emotional learning curricula and decide whether more targeted
interventions—such as small-group social skills training—are needed.

Benefits of Using the Social Skills Rating
System

e Multi-source perspective: Collects data from home, school, and the child, reducing single-
rater bias.

¢ Norm-referenced: Allows comparison with a national sample, giving context to individual
scores.

e Treatment-oriented: The importance ratings help prioritize which social skills to teach,
making it actionable.

e Comprehensive: Covers both positive and negative behaviors, providing a balanced view of
social-emotional functioning.

* Widely researched: Extensive reliability and validity studies support its use in diverse
populations.

Limitations and Considerations

While the Social Skills Rating System is a powerful tool, it is not without limitations. The original
version (1990) was updated with the SSIS (Social Skills Improvement System) in 2008, which offers
improved norms and expanded content. Some practitioners still use the original SSRS, but the newer
version is recommended for current assessments. Another limitation is that the system relies on
rater perceptions, which can be influenced by cultural backgrounds, expectations, or biases. For
example, a teacher may rate a quiet student as having poor assertion, but that student may come
from a culture that values listening over speaking.

Additionally, the SSRS does not directly measure social cognition or emotional regulation—it focuses
on observable behaviors. For a deeper understanding of a child’s social processing, clinicians may
need to supplement the SSRS with tools like the Social Perception Test or clinical interviews. Finally,
the system is designed for typically developing children and those with mild to moderate difficulties;
for severe disabilities, other assessments may be more appropriate.

Comparing the SSRS with Other Social-
Emotional Assessments

Several other tools exist for evaluating social skills and problem behaviors. The Behavior
Assessment System for Children (BASC) offers broader coverage of emotional and adaptive
functioning but is longer and more comprehensive. The Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales focus
on daily living skills rather than school-based social competence. The Social Skills Improvement
System (SSIS), the direct successor of the SSRS, adds classrooms observation and intervention
planning components. In contrast, the SSRS remains valued for its simplicity, brevity, and strong
alignment with school-based intervention needs. When selecting an assessment, professionals
consider factors such as age range, time constraints, and specific domains of interest.

Practical Tips for Educators and Parents

If you are an educator or parent considering the use of the Social Skills Rating System, start by
identifying the purpose. Are you screening all students in a classroom to pinpoint those who need
extra social-emotional support? Or are you evaluating a specific child with known challenges? For
universal screening, the teacher form is often sufficient. For a full evaluation, include parent and
student forms. Remember that the results are a snapshot in time—behaviors can change with
context and growth.

After obtaining scores, collaborate with a school psychologist or counselor to interpret the data. The
SSRS manual provides clear guidelines for understanding standard scores and percentiles. Use the
importance ratings to decide which social skills to teach first. For example, if a student scores low on
cooperation and the teacher rates that skill as critical, an intervention plan might include
cooperative learning activities and direct instruction on sharing and turn-taking.

For parents, the SSRS can open a dialogue with teachers. If the parent form shows strong social
skills at home but the teacher form shows difficulties at school, the child may need support
transitioning between environments. Simple strategies like role-playing school scenarios or
practicing joining a group can bridge the gap.
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Future Directions and Relevance

As social-emotional learning gains prominence in education, the demand for valid and reliable
assessment tools like the Social Skills Rating System continues. New digital platforms allow for real-
time data collection and integration with learning management systems. Researchers are also
exploring how the SSRS can be adapted for culturally diverse populations, ensuring that norms
reflect different social expectations. Additionally, the rise of telehealth and virtual schooling has
highlighted the need for assessing social skills in online environments, an area where the SSRS may
evolve to include items related to digital communication.

Ultimately, the Social Skills Rating System remains a valuable resource for anyone committed to
fostering social competence in children. By providing clear, actionable data, it helps turn the

abstract concept of social skills into measurable behavior change.

CONCLUSION

The Social Skills Rating System has stood the test of time as a practical, multi-informant tool for
assessing social behaviors, problem behaviors, and academic competence in children and
adolescents. Its structured approach offers a balanced view of a child’s social-emotional strengths
and challenges, enabling targeted interventions that support both academic and personal growth.
While newer versions exist, the core principles of the SSRS—multi-source feedback, norm-referenced
scoring, and a focus on positive social skills—continue to guide educators, psychologists, and
parents in understanding and nurturing social competence. By integrating this assessment into
broader social-emotional learning frameworks, we can better equip our children for the complex
social world they navigate every day.
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