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Policy makers, educators, and the broader public increasingly agree that students’
development of social-emotional skills is important for success in academic and life
outcomes. Research provides evidence that schools can facilitate the development of these
skills, both directly and through the implementation of policies and practices that improve a
school’s culture and climate and promote positive relationships.
Growing confidence that schools can contribute to students’ social-emotional development
has led some districts and states nationwide to consider including measures of of socialemotional learning (SEL) and school culture and climate (CC) in systems of school
accountability and continuous improvement.
This policy brief summarizes our recent research using data from the CORE districts—
districts serving nearly one million students who have embraced systematic measurement
of SEL and CC—to provide guidance for state and local policy makers about the suitability
of SEL and CC surveys as school performance indicators and how they can be used in a
broader set of measures.
We find that the CORE measures of SEL and CC demonstrate validity and reliability,
distinguish between schools, are related to other academic and non-academic measures,
and illuminate dimensions of student achievement that go beyond traditional indicators, all
initial indications of the measures’ promise for informing school improvement.
Our results also demonstrate the importance of reporting SEL and CC measures by
subgroup, as African American and Hispanic/Latino students report lower SEL and CC
compared to peers even within the same schools.
While the measures of SEL and CC provide new information for school improvement,
given remaining questions about the measures’ sensitivity to change over time, the effect of
schools on improving SEL and CC outcomes, and the potential for measures to be gamed,
further research is needed to understand the advantages and disadvantages of incorporating
them into higher stakes accountability systems.

This memo represents work underway as part of the CORE-PACE Research Partnership. For more information,
visit http://www.edpolicyinca.org/projects/pace-core-research-partnership
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Policy makers, educators, and the broader public increasingly agree that students’ development
of social-emotional skills is important for success in academic and life outcomes.i Research
provides evidence that schools can facilitate the development of these skills, both directlyii and
through the implementation of policies and practices that improve a school’s culture and climate
and promote positive relationships.iii
Growing confidence that schools can contribute to students’ social-emotional development has
led some districts and states nationwide to consider including measures of of social-emotional
learning (SEL) and school culture and climate (CC) in systems of school accountability and
continuous improvement. Growing interest in local measurement is fueled in part by federal
policy and state policy, both of which expand the range of measures that must be collected to
support a more comprehensive understanding of school performance. The Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015 requires that states measure at least one indicator of “School
Quality or Student Success,” defined broadly to include measures of student engagement,
educator engagement, student access to and completion of advanced coursework, post-secondary
readiness, or school climate and safety. Similarly, under California’s Local Control Funding
Formula (LCFF) and the supporting Local Control Accountability Plan (LCAP), districts are
expected to develop and report indicators representing a wide range of educational goals, and to
use these measures for continuous improvement by “identify[ing] their strengths, areas where
support is needed, and where support is available within the greater ecosystem of peer
learning.”iv
Given the interest in measuring SEL and CC for accountability and continuous improvement,
there is much to learn from California’s CORE districts about how such measures could be used
to understand and improve school performance. The CORE districts together serve nearly a
million students and are best known for the “waiver” they received from the U.S. Department of
Education that freed them from some of their federal obligations under No Child Left Behind.v
CORE’s unique system focuses on academic outcomes alongside non-academic measures of
student success including: chronic absenteeism; suspension/expulsion; students’ social-emotional
learning (self-management, growth mindset, self-efficacy, and social awareness); and student,
parent, and school staff reports about the culture and climate in the schools (support for academic
learning, sense of belonging and school connectedness, knowledge and perceived fairness of
discipline rules and norms, and sense of safety).vi CORE’s systematic measurement of school
and student performance on SEL and CC is unparalleled and has generated widespread national
interest in the field of education and in the popular press.vii In this policy brief, we summarize
our recent research to provide guidance for state and local policymakers about the suitability of
SEL and CC surveys as school performance indicators and how they can be used in a broader set
of measures to support school improvement.viii
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Preliminary evidence suggests that SEL and CC measures are valid and reliable and can be
used to distinguish schools with “below” and “above” average performance.
While measures of school culture and climate have been in use for many years and have
extensive research on their reliability and validity,ix there is less evidence on the use of SEL
surveys as a school performance metric.x Thus, the CORE-PACE Research Partnership is
coordinating a set of research activities designed to better understand the statistical properties of
SEL measures and how they can be used alongside CC measures as a way to improve student
and school performance.
Using data from CORE’s initial field test in 2014–15, researchers have established initial
reliability and validity of the SEL measures, showing that (a) student-reported SEL and teacher
reports on the same students are highly correlated; (b) student reports within schools are similar
to reports across schools; (c) the scale reliabilities are high; and (d) reliability on the SEL scales
is consistent across respondent groups.xi Together these findings provide validation that the
student SEL self-reports are measuring the intended constructs and suggest that there is limited
bias in the ways different student groups answer the questions.
In-depth qualitative studies can also shed light on the validity of the measures. In a study
completed in the 2016–17 school year, researchers explored the implementation and use of
CORE’s measurement system, assessing whether survey questions were answered honestly and
administered fairly and whether educators or students were manipulating, or “gaming,” them.xii
The study found broad support for SEL and CC measures and no evidence of this kind of
distortive practice, though the measures were not yet widely used.
In addition to having sound measurement properties and being administered properly, in order
for school-level measures to provide information about school performance, they must actually
differ across schools. We find that schools do vary in both their SEL and CC reports, but that
they do not vary as much in these dimensions as they do in academic achievement. As a result,
while SEL and CC can distinguish the group of schools that are well above the mean from those
that are well below the mean, they are not measured precisely enough to distinguish more than
these blunt categories. For instance, if schools were grouped into 10 categories based on their
SEL score, 84 percent of the schools in the bottom category would not be statistically different
from schools in the adjacent category.
Schools with high SEL reports also tend to have high CC reports, but schools are rarely
low or high on all measures.
Schools that have higher SEL reports also tend to have higher CC reports, not only from students
but also from parents and school staff. These positive relationships are evident across
elementary, middle, and high schools. This consistency in reports reinforces the idea that a
positive school culture and climate contributes to students’ social-emotional learning.
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However, while schools with higher SEL reports also often have higher CC reports, many
schools are high on some indicators and low on others, and this variation can point to areas of
improvement within schools. As an illustration, in Figure 1, we show how the parent and staff
CC reports can be used with student SEL and CC reports to reveal potential problems in
performance. Schools are categorized into three groups based either on student SEL (left graph)
or student CC (right graph). For each of these low, middle, and high student rating groups, the
graph shows the percentage of schools that are low, middle, and high for both parent CC and
staff CC. For example, for the schools with a below average ranking on CC by students, 54
percent of them also ranked below average on staff CC, and 50 percent also ranked below
average on parent CC. As a comparison, among schools with an above average ranking on CC by
students, 13 percent are below average on staff CC, and 15 percent are below average on parent
CC.
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Figure 1. Student-Reported SEL and CC Compared to Parent and Staff CC Reports
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While it is easy to see that the reports by the different respondent groups tend to move in the
same direction, the differences between respondent groups can be revealing when used for
continuous improvement. For example, what kinds of support are needed if students feel
connected to a school but their parents do not?
While differences in SEL and CC reports by respondent groups can highlight areas for
improvement, when these data are used to direct precious resources to struggling schools, it may
be more beneficial to use the full set of SEL and CC indicators together. For example, a district
might want to identify schools that are doing poorly on all SEL and CC reports rather than just
on some. To explore this idea, we added schools’ scores across all of the SEL and CC indicators
using a three-level scale (below average = 1, average = 2, above average = 3), such that schools
that are low on all four SEL and CC indicators across respondent groups have a score of 4 and
4
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schools that are high on all indicators have a score of 12. As shown in Figure 2, 9 percent of
schools score below average (a score of 4) on all four reports; these are likely schools with a
significant problem of culture/climate that may be impacting the social-emotional learning of
their students. Schools with a score of 12 (above average on all indicators) may be places to
investigate for evidence of excellent practice or strong leadership—ideas that can be spread to
help struggling schools. Eight percent of schools fall into this category. The rest of the schools
have either average scores or variation between respondents.
Figure 2. School Total Scores on SEL and CC Measures as Reported by Students, Staff, and Parents
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SEL and CC reveal dramatic subgroup gaps within schools.
New measures present new opportunities to understand how schools are serving diverse students
and can prompt educators and stakeholders to have honest conversations about how to develop
inclusive, equitable school environments. It is for this reason that both ESSA and LCFF require
disaggregation of results by subgroup. On the SEL and CC measures, we find that there are
significant gaps between student groups even within schools, highlighting the need for schools to
understand these disparities and work to eliminate them.
We find that students in special education, African American students, and Hispanic/Latino
students report the lowest levels of SEL, and that differences between these groups persist even
within schools. Figure 3 shows the gaps overall and within schools, where a score of zero
indicates no difference between groups. For example, Hispanic/Latino students report an SEL
score that is 0.36 standard deviations lower than white students even after controlling for other
demographic characteristics. Comparing students within the same school the gaps are smaller,
but still substantial (0.24 standard deviations lower than white peers in the same school).
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Figure 3. SEL Gaps by Student Demographics, Overall vs. Within Schools

Figure 4 gives the same comparisons for CC. In this case, the only notable gap is between white
and African American students, indicating that African American students report feeling less
safe and supported compared to their peers even in the same school.
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Figure 4. Student CC Gaps by Student Demographics, Overall vs. Within Schools

In addition to illuminating overall trends, the SEL and CC reports by subgroup can be used to
highlight gaps within specific schools. To this end, in Figure 5, we compare the performance of
the schools’ lowest and highest performing racial/ethnic group (LPRG and HPRG), defined by
their performance on the SEL or CC metric itself, which is a demonstration of the within-school
race/ethnicity gap in SEL and CC. Each graph compares the performance of a school’s highest
performing racial/ethnic group (x-axis) to the lowest (y-axis), with the diagonal line demarcating
schools with no gap (where the student reports for the LPRG are the same as the student reports
for the HPRG), and the distance between the point for the school and the diagonal line showing
the magnitude of the gap. The two indicators are highly correlated (.77 for SEL and .87 for CC),
showing that school performance with the two groups is relatively similar overall. However,
Figure 5 also reveals a sizable number of schools with substantial gaps between their high- and
low-performing racial/ethnic groups. For example, in the school with the largest gap in SEL, 76
percent of white students (the HPRG) report positive responses, compared to only 51 percent of
African American students (the LPRG). Looking at the data in this way highlights schools where
improvements are needed, but also identifies schools that might be leaders in sharing promising
practices. If some schools are able to close these gaps, what are they doing differently?
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Figure 5. Disparities Within Schools Between Racial-Ethnic Groups in SEL and CC Reports
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The subgroup gaps highlighted by new SEL and CC measures point to the need to explore why
schools are seeing these disparities, and can launch a conversation about how to improve school
policies and practices to better support disadvantaged students. For example, research shows that
students’ experiences within school differs by race/ethnicity, including well-documented
disparities in disciplinary practices and expectations for success.xiii These different experiences
and treatment within schools could explain why African American students assess their schools’
culture and climate differently from their white peers, and why Hispanic/Latino students and
students with disabilities report feeling less efficacious and less confident about success.
School SEL and CC scores are predictive of academic outcomes, indicating that the
measures are useful on their own and as early indicators of academic progress.
Survey-based SEL and CC measures can provide districts and states with information about nonacademic outcomes in schools. While recent policy encourages the use of such measures of
“School Quality and Student Success,” it also requires that the measures be related to key
academic outcomes. We find that the SEL and CC measures are predictive of academic
outcomes, with a particularly strong relationship to math performance on standardized tests. The
SEL and CC surveys explain 54 percent of variation in math scores for elementary schools, 68
percent for middle schools, and 29 percent for high schools.
This result indicates that SEL and CC surveys are useful predictors of academic outcomes.
However, because of the additional costs associated with survey administration, it is worth
asking whether the survey measures provide information about schools that the administrative
records do not. To explore this idea, in Figure 6, we show the proportion of variation in academic
outcomes that is explained by SEL and CC surveys, after controlling for student demographics
and non-academic measures derived from administrative records (chronic absence, suspension
rates, and high school readiness in middle schools). We find that the SEL and CC surveys are
predictive of each of the academic outcomes above available measures, although the percentage
8
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of variation is small and variable across indicators. For example, when predicting math scores,
SEL and CC survey measures combined predict 4 percent of the variation in elementary schools,
4 percent of the variation in middle schools, and 2 percent of the variation in high schools.
Figure 6. Percentage of Variation in Academic Outcomes Explained by SEL and CC Surveys, Controlling for School Demographics
and Other School Quality Indicators
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These results show that the survey-based SEL and CC measures do indeed provide information
about academic performance above and beyond the information provided by the non-academic
measures available in administrative records. Additionally, the SEL and CC indicators may give
insights into the processes by which schools improve their academic performance as well as how
they contribute to student development in dimensions outside of the typical academic measures.
The inclusion of SEL and CC surveys in accountability systems can change which schools
are identified in the bottom 5 percent.
One important use of school performance measures is for the identification of schools in need of
support and improvement. ESSA, for example, requires that the bottom 5 percent of schools be
identified for this purpose. If the SEL and CC surveys are providing important, and different,
information about school performance, we should expect some change in how schools are ranked
when integrating these measures into a comprehensive school measurement system.
CORE combines its multiple measures into a single summative score, and we compare how this
score differently ranks schools when suveys are included compared to when they are not. The
two versions of the score are very highly correlated (0.98) which indicates that, across the
schools, the inclusion of SEL and CC surveys does not dramatically change the rank of schools.
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However, as shown in Figure 7, the inclusion of the surveys in the summative score identifies a
somewhat different set of schools in the lowest performing 5 percent. The red dots represent
schools that would be identified in the bottom 5 percent of all schools with both versions, the
blue dots represent schools that would only be identified without surveys, and the yellow dots
represent schools that would only be identified in the bottom 5 percent of all schools once the
surveys are included. We see that 53 schools are identified as being in the bottom 5 percent of all
schools, but that 11 of those schools (21 percent) are different when the SEL and CC surveys are
included.
Figure 7. The Relationship Between CORE’s Measures With and Without SEL and CC Surveys

Note. N = 1,030.

Because SEL and CC tend to show similar trends as other non-academic and academic
outcomes, school rankings based on CORE’s index measure are very similar whether or not
survey-based SEL and CC measures are included. While the rankings are strikingly similar, the
identification of the bottom 5 percent of schools is sensitive even to small changes. As a result,
the inclusion or exclusion of these survey measures affects which schools are identified in this
lowest performing group. This result further points to the sensitivity of this classification and the
10
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potential benefit of considering a wider range of measures when considering which schools are
in need of improvement.xiv
Future research is needed before new SEL and CC measures can be recommended for
high-stakes use.
In this brief, we have shown that there is good reason to pursue the measurement of SEL and CC
as a way to better understand student and school performance. Measures demonstrate reliability
and validity, distinguish between schools, are related to other academic and non-academic
outcomes, and also illuminate aspects of student achievement that go beyond traditional
indicators.
The patterns we see in the SEL and CC data suggest that the new measures can be quite powerful
in illuminating a dimension of school performance that has been invisible in data systems until
now. When used together in comprehensive performance measurement systems, the new SEL
and CC measures can inform a deeper understanding of a school’s strengths and weaknesses and
prompt action on a new dimension.
However, these results are just a starting point for understanding survey-based measures of SEL
and CC and how they might be used in systems of school accountability and continuous
improvement. Several important dimensions of these new indicators are yet unexplored. Because
the measures have not been used for high-stakes decision making, we do not know the extent to
which educators will counterproductively game the measures in such a setting. As a clear
example, if teachers were rewarded for positive reports of CC, they would likely give more
positive reports of CC in their own survey responses. Additionally, if information revealed by
these indicators will be used to prompt action, as in the identification of schools for
improvement, research must first establish that the measures are sensitive to change over time
and that schools themselves can and do contribute to students’ growth. Perhaps even more
importantly, if SEL and CC measures are to be used to support authentic continuous
improvement, schools and districts must have clear guidance about what to do to improve the
measured outcomes, which requires the collaboration of researchers and practitioners in schools,
districts, and beyond.
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