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PREVNet's Student Network Member, Hadas Av-Gay, interviewed PREVNet researcher Dr. Shelley Hymel. Here is what she had to say of her research and partnership with PREVNet:

"My primary interest is human social development, or how human beings learn to get along with one another, or not get along. Human beings are social animals, perhaps the most complex. How is it that we come to learn certain patterns of interaction versus others?  How is it that some come together in competition and others in collaboration? 

Within psychology, I am interested in the processes, both individual and group, involved in interpersonal relations as well as the multiple socialization forces that contribute to one's interpersonal development, most notably family, school and peer group. Within education, I am interested in the interface of social and academic functioning in school-age children. A growing body of research demonstrates that academic and social development are inextricably linked and that school performance improves when social-emotional needs are met (see www.casel.org). 

I engage in both basic and applied research to help understand the processes underlying youth social development and then use this information to work with schools and community agencies to develop effective means of optimizing development and supporting high-risk youth in educational settings (e.g., see www.youthinbc.ca). Much of my work is conducted through collaborative partnerships with local school and community agencies, addressing issues of mutual interest that benefit children and youth. My research examining interpersonal violence in the form of discrimination, rejection, bullying and victimization helps to identify the factors impacting student interactions and also helps schools to evaluate the efficacy of their efforts to make schools safe places to learn for all students. 

Over the past year, despite taking on a very demanding administrative position, I have been able to maintain several research projects, owing primarily to collaborative work with graduate students and with local schools, and have been able to maintain a unique social-emotional learning graduate practicum course, the only one of its kind in North America.

In addition, I have been able to develop and/or maintain several community-university partnerships as well as links to Ministers of Education as well as Child and Family Development within British Columbia. I have been able to continue (albeit in a more limited way) my role in provincial efforts such as SRCLE (Social Responsibility and Collaborative Learning Environments, involving 8 school districts in the lower mainland of BC) and national initiatives such as PREVNet. 

Finally, I have been working on the task of knowledge transfer and mobilization by serving as guest editor, along with Dr. Susan Swearer of the University of Nebraska at Lincoln, of a unique online issue of www.education.com, featuring reports from major researchers on bullying and victimization from around the world. This special issue should be launched in August 2008. 

One of the biggest lessons I have learned in my work over the past few months is the importance of the collective mind.  I have been studying human social development for over 30 years and it is only in the past decade that we are seeing the greatest increase in awareness of the importance of this area of development.  In the past 5-10 years, owing in part to media reports of the impact of interpersonal violence, educators and policy makers have started to take notice of the implications of our research in this area.  More recently, over the past 20-30 months, I am seeing a coming together of individuals with like minds and kindred spirits from multiple disciplines and diverse areas of interest, all with a shared focus.  In Canada, PREVNet has become a recognized national initiative aimed at "promoting relationships and eliminating violence", bringing together researchers and national agencies to work together to enhance children's social lives.  In BC, we now have a Ministry of Education that has made social responsibility a "foundational skill" that needs to be addressed in schools. Educators from multiple districts within the BC lower mainland are coming together regularly to address the issue.  As well, they have now established the Dalai Lama Centre for Peace and Education in Vancouver and they will be opening a laboratory school to learn how to educate the heart as well as the mind. In Illinois (where I did my undergraduate and graduate training), teachers are now mandated to address social-emotional learning in their classrooms and schools.  As I watch the field move forward over 3-4 decades, I increasingly recognize the power of the collective mind, of just how much can be accomplished when we come together on an issue that touches our hearts. 

My ultimate goal for my partnership with PREVNet is the collective body that will move Canada to a national initiative to foster social responsibility and social-emotional learning in our children and youth. It the collaborative effort through which I will be able to realize some of my own vision for educating the heart as well as the mind. 

I have already benefited from my partnership with PREVNet and I expect to continue to do so through the networking it makes possible, the collaborations it fosters and the sharing of ideas and research findings. Ultimately, I also hope that PREVNet will be able to support, financially, the conduct of both basic and applied research on the processes involved in human social development and the fostering of evidence-based practice." 



