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Summary
In the push to boost young people’s social and emotional learning (SEL), assessment has lagged
behind policy and practice. We have few usable, feasible, and scalable tools to assess children’s
SEL. And without good assessments, teachers, administrators, parents, and policymakers can’t
get the data they need to make informed decisions about SEL.
Some existing SEL assessments, writes Clark McKown, are appropriate for some purposes,
such as keeping teachers abreast of their students’ progress or evaluating SEL interventions.
But too few high-quality SEL assessments are able to serve a growing range of purposes—from
formative assessment to accountability, and from prekindergarten through high school.
McKown recommends proceeding along two paths. First, he writes, educators should become
familiar with existing SEL assessments so that they can learn their appropriate uses and limits
in a low-stakes context. At the same, we need to invest money and talent to create assessment
systems that can be used to meet important assessment goals at all grade levels.
McKown walks us through definitions of SEL, identifying three broad areas of SEL skills—
thinking, behavior, and self-control. Each area encompasses skills that are associated with
important life and academic outcomes, that are feasible to assess, and that can be influenced
by children’s experiences. Such meaningful, measurable, and malleable skills, McKown argues,
should form the basis of SEL assessments.
The next generation of SEL assessments should follow six principles, he concludes. First,
assessments should meet the highest ethical and scientific standards. Second, developers should
design SEL assessment systems specifically for educational use. Third, assessments should
measure dimensions of SEL that span the three categories of thinking, behavioral, and selfcontrol skills. Fourth, assessment methods should be matched to what’s being measured. Fifth,
assessments should be developmentally appropriate—in other words, children of different ages
will need different sorts of assessments. Last, to discourage inappropriate uses, developers
should clearly specify the intended purpose of any SEL assessment system, beginning from the
design stage.
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S

ocial and emotional learning,
or SEL, includes a broad range
of mental, behavioral, and selfcontrol skills that people use in
social interactions to achieve
social goals. Although scholars haven’t
reached consensus on its definition, SEL
includes skills such as the ability to infer
others’ thoughts and feelings (thinking
skills), the ability to initiate a positive
interaction (behavioral skills), and the ability
to stay calm when upset (self-control skills).
Labeled variously as “soft” or “noncognitive”
skills, SEL skills are highly consequential.
Decades’ worth of research has consistently
found that the better developed their SEL
skills, the better children do in school and
life.1

Parents, educators, and policymakers
increasingly recognize the importance of
SEL. In the past three decades, prevention
scientists and others have developed
and rigorously evaluated a number of
comprehensive, evidence-based SEL
programs. These programs are widely
used: In a 2015 nationwide survey of 562
teachers and administrators, 59 percent
of respondents reported using a program
called School Wide Positive Behavioral
Intervention and Supports (SWPBIS), and
32 percent of respondents reported using an
SEL program such as PATHS® or Second
Step.2 Furthermore, a growing number of
states now include SEL in their educational
standards.3

Purposes of SEL Assessment and
Lack of Appropriate Tools
Although policy and practice are moving
forward, one area lags. We have few usable,
feasible, and scalable tools for educators to
assess children’s SEL, creating a conundrum
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for policymakers and practitioners. Just
like good academic assessment, good SEL
assessment could help educators achieve
many goals. It could be used to determine
children’s strengths and needs, and guide
decisions about curriculum and instruction;
that’s formative assessment. It could tell
us whether SEL programs and practices
work; that’s program evaluation. It could be
used to monitor students’ social-emotional
development in response to the introduction
of interventions; that’s progress monitoring.
It could help determine whether children
are meeting SEL standards; that’s
standards-based assessment. Finally,
assessment could help decide whether
students receive special services, and it
can guide teacher, school, and district
accountability; those are examples of
high-stakes decision making based on SEL
assessment data.
Here is the conundrum: Without good
assessment, it’s difficult to see how teachers,
administrators, parents, and policymakers
can get the data they need to make informed
decisions as they seek to foster children’s
healthy social and emotional development.
Without meaningful assessment data,
decisions affecting children—from policy to
instruction—are likely to be buffeted by the
forces of fad and politics. For SEL policy
and programs to be as effective as possible,
we need to develop usable, scalable, and
scientifically sound SEL assessment systems.
In addition, existing policy motivates
practitioners to use SEL assessment for
some purposes more than others. In
particular, a growing number of states have
incorporated SEL components into their
learning standards, creating a powerful
impetus for educators to select and develop
curriculum materials and instructional
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strategies to ensure that students meet those
standards. At the federal level, the Every
Student Succeeds Act, or ESSA, gives states
flexibility to use nonacademic assessments of
school environment and student outcomes
for accountability.
In light of state standards and federal
law, it seems likely that SEL assessments
will be called upon to determine whether
teachers, schools, districts, and states are
successfully fostering social and emotional
outcomes alongside academic ones. That’s
a problem because, broadly, no system of
social-emotional assessment that I’m aware
of has adequate technical properties to
serve as part of a high-stakes accountability
system. Current SEL assessments, many of
which I describe below, are appropriate for
formative assessment, program evaluation,
and progress monitoring. They may also be
appropriate for low-stakes measurement of
progress toward state standards, by which
I mean broad surveillance to determine
whether schools, districts, and states are
moving in the right direction, without
high-stakes consequences attached. All of
these purposes, and the assessment systems
available to fulfill them, may put us on a
path toward SEL assessment for high-stakes
accountability. But prematurely adopting
assessments ill-suited to accountability may
inadvertently undercut advances in the field
of SEL.
Thus, we see a mismatch between
what’s arguably the greatest demand for
assessment—high-stakes accountability—
and the appropriateness of existing
assessment systems. This problem has no
easy solution. However, two constructive
parallel paths may help maximize benefit
while mitigating risk. First, educators
should become familiar with, adopt, and use

existing, well-designed SEL assessments
for appropriate purposes—formative
assessment, progress monitoring, and
program evaluation—so that they can
learn their uses and limits in a low-stakes
context. Second, a significant investment
of money and talent will be needed to
create assessment systems that can serve
multiple ends, including ends such as highstakes accountability for which existing
assessments are inappropriate.
Because SEL assessment systems are
underdeveloped, it’s important that schools
and districts undertake SEL assessment
with clear goals and realistic expectations.
Contrast fictitious districts A and B. Leaders
of District A have decided to measure many
dimensions of SEL and to determine how
to use those measures afterward. Leaders
of District B have decided to measure
particular SEL skills exclusively to guide
instructional planning. Because District A
doesn’t make clear how SEL assessment
data will be interpreted and used, there’s a
strong possibility that the data could serve
inappropriate purposes, such as evaluating
teacher performance. And because District
A isn’t clear about goals, it’s likely that it will
expend considerable resources gathering
data that aren’t put to work to help teachers
teach and children grow.
In contrast, everyone involved in District
B knows the purpose of assessment and
the uses of assessment data. Because the
purpose is clear, the district can arrange
focused and practical training in how to
interpret and use the assessment data,
increasing the odds that they will be used
appropriately. Moreover, everyone involved
in District B understands that a large
number of decisions—school and teacher
accountability, special education placement,
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etc.— won’t be guided by the data.
Therefore, educators will be less anxious
that data could be used against them. It’s
still possible that formative assessment data
collected in District B could do unintended
harm. But because the goals are clear, that’s
significantly less likely.

Neither researchers
nor practitioners nor
policymakers have come to a
consensus about what SEL is.
Before practitioners, program evaluators,
policymakers, and others can use SEL
assessment for any purpose, we need to
define SEL and identify which dimensions
can and should be measured for what
purposes. Practitioners should also consider
what methods of assessment are best suited
to measuring a targeted SEL skill.

What Is SEL?
To create SEL standards and assess progress
toward those standards presupposes
that we agree about what SEL is. Yet
neither researchers nor practitioners
nor policymakers have come to such a
consensus. The Collaborative for Academic
Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL)
defines SEL broadly as “the process through
which children and adults acquire and
effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes,
and skills necessary to understand and
manage emotions, set and achieve positive
goals, feel and show empathy for others,
establish and maintain positive relationships,
and make responsible decisions.” The
CASEL model names five categories of SEL
skills: self-awareness, self-management,
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social awareness, relationship skills, and
responsible decision making.4 This widely
cited model has influenced the content of
state SEL standards.
Other models complement or compete with
CASEL’s. A report on “Foundations for
Young Adult Success” from the University
of Chicago describes “noncognitive” factors
that include academic behaviors, academic
perseverance, academic mindsets, learning
strategies, and social skills.5 Another report,
by the National Academy of Sciences,
argues that “21st century skills” include
both intrapersonal or self-management skills
and interpersonal or people skills.6 Other
scholars emphasize cognitive, emotional,
and social/interpersonal skills, along with
the school context that influences how
those skills develop and the outcomes they
produce.7 Still others emphasize information
processing, emotional processes, or argue
that attitudes such as grit or growth
mindsets are part of SEL.8
Each of these models has merit, and each
of the skills, competencies, behaviors, and
attitudes they describe is consequential.
But to have competing models that claim to
describe the same thing can cause problems.
It interferes with communication (we use
the same words to mean different things),
impedes science (we can’t accumulate
knowledge on SEL if each researcher
has a different definition), undermines
practice (dissimilar programs with unequal
effectiveness can be described with the
same language), and confuses the public.
In addition, when policymakers genuinely
interested in fostering children’s SEL
turn to experts for guidance, they may
get conflicting advice that could become
codified into a crazy quilt of standards.
Arguably, the assessment endeavor suffers
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most from conflict over what SEL is, as
definitional ambiguity makes it hard to
translate good ideas into sound assessment
practices. Vigorous efforts to create
conceptually coherent and scientifically
sound SEL assessments may help to create a
common understanding of SEL.

Finding Common Ground for
Policy, Practice, and Assessment
Despite their differences, all models of
SEL share important commonalities. Most
describe skills used in social interactions
that vary across individuals, that are
associated with important interpersonal
and life outcomes, and that are malleable.
In addition, all models of SEL encompass
three broad categories: thinking skills,
behavioral skills, and self-control skills. We
can find common ground, therefore, by
defining SEL as the thinking, behavioral,
and self-control skills that are applied
in social interactions and that influence
children’s social and other life outcomes.
That definition is sufficiently specific to
guide policymakers, practitioners, and
assessment developers, but sufficiently
flexible to spur continued innovation.
SEL thinking skills include the ability to
encode, interpret, and reason about social
and emotional information, as we do when
we recognize others’ emotions, take others’
perspectives, or solve social problems.9
SEL behavioral skills are actions people
take during social interactions to achieve a
social goal. Behavioral skills include positive
actions that are associated with making
and maintaining positive relationships,
such as assertiveness, politeness, and turntaking. But social behavior also includes
negative actions that interfere with positive
relationships, such as aggressiveness,

impulsivity, and social withdrawal.10 Selfcontrol skills encompass the ability to
modulate thoughts, feelings, and behavior
to achieve a goal.11 In this article, I focus
on self-control as applied in social contexts.
Some dimensions of self-control are mental,
including the effortful control of attention
and emotions.12 Other dimensions of selfcontrol are behavioral, such as refraining
from impulsive behavior.
Precisely what thinking, behavioral, or
self-control skills make up SEL is an open
question. I next describe SEL skills that are
meaningful, measurable, and malleable.13
To be meaningful, SEL skills must be
associated with important life and academic
outcomes, and included in SEL policies
and programs. To be measurable, SEL
skills must be feasible to assess. On-task
behavior, for example, is a measurable
skill, while virtue is a construct that’s more
difficult to measure. To be malleable, SEL
skills must be influenced by experience,
as demonstrated either by observational
research establishing a relationship
between experiences and skills or by studies
demonstrating that a particular intervention
can influence a targeted skill. Within each of
the three areas of SEL—thinking, behavior,
and self-control—we can identify skills that
are meaningful, measurable, and malleable.

Meaningful, Measurable, and
Malleable Dimensions of SEL
Meaningful Thinking Skills
Several SEL thinking skills are meaningfully
related to important outcomes and have
been incorporated in state standards. For
example, children with a better-developed
ability to recognize emotions in others do
better on a range of important outcomes.
Research has shown that, for example,
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preschoolers’ knowledge of emotions
predicts concurrent and later social
competence and academic success.14 This
association persists into the elementary
grades; a review of 14 studies and found
that in first through sixth grade, children
who were better at reading emotions from
facial expression, tone of voice, and posture
also had better-developed reading and math
skills. The same review also found that being
able to recognize emotions was positively
associated with self-control, self-esteem, and
peer acceptance.15
Perspective-taking—defined as the ability to
infer others’ beliefs, thoughts, and desires—
is also meaningful. For example, several
investigators have found that preschoolers’
understanding of others’ beliefs and
perspectives is associated with later
academic skills.16 But perspective-taking’s
benefits extend well beyond academic
outcomes. Research has shown that children
who are better at inferring others’ beliefs
are more prosocial, less aggressive, less
withdrawn, and more accepted by peers.17
Social problem-solving involves
understanding interpersonal conflict,
developing social goals, and generating ideas
about how to resolve those conflicts. Among
school-age children, social problem-solving
is associated with academic functioning.18 In
addition, children who are better at solving
social problems are less aggressive and
more frequently engage in socially positive
behavior.19
Together, emotion recognition, perspectivetaking, and problem-solving are more
strongly associated with positive academic
and social outcomes than any one of them
is in isolation. For example, when we
examined both typically developing and
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clinic-referred children from four to 17
years old, our group of researchers found
that a composite score reflecting emotion
recognition, perspective-taking, and social
problem-solving together was robustly
associated with positive social behavior
as reported by parents and teachers. The
magnitude of that association was greater
than the magnitude of associations between
any individual skill and behavioral outcomes.
Our finding suggests that we should be
assessing multiple dimensions of SEL
thinking skills.20

SEL thinking skills change
with age, in both quantity
and quality.
The dimensions of SEL that I’ve discussed
are reflected in the Illinois state SEL
standards, the first comprehensive preschool
through high school state SEL standards
in the nation. For example, the standards
declare that upper elementary children
should be able to “identify verbal, physical,
and situational cues that indicate how others
may feel” and should be able to “describe
the expressed feelings … of others”
(emotion recognition); “describe the …
perspectives of others” (perspective-taking);
and “manage and resolve interpersonal
conflicts in constructive ways,” “apply
decision-making skills to deal responsibly
with academic and social situations,” and
“identify the steps of systematic decisionmaking” (problem-solving).21

Developmental Considerations
SEL thinking skills change with age, in both
quantity (overall skill level) and quality (the
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kinds of social-emotional phenomena that
children can understand). For example,
we know that between childhood and
adulthood people’s ability to recognize basic
emotions from facial expression improves
significantly.22 We also know that new
kinds of understanding of others’ emotions
develop in late elementary school, when,
for example, children become capable of
understanding that people can feel mixed
emotions and that the morality of actions
is associated with awareness of complex
emotions such as pride and guilt.23
Similarly, children’s understanding of
others’ perspectives develops with age, and
these changes, like changes in emotion
recognition, are both quantitative and
qualitative. Between the ages of three and
six, children develop a more and more
advanced understanding of others’ beliefs
and desires;between eight and 12, we see
a dramatic increase in children’s ability to
infer others’ beliefs in real-world contexts.24
Furthermore, children come to understand
the relationship between thoughts,
emotions, and behavior in themselves and
others.25
Fewer researchers have examined agerelated changes in social problem-solving,
but we do have evidence that social
problem-solving skills improve with age;
that what constitutes a competent response
changes somewhat with age—for example,
asking for adult help is considered more
competent when children are younger than
when they’re older; and that nevertheless,
the components of social problem-solving
don’t change throughout the lifespan.26

Measurable Thinking Skills
Researchers have developed direct
assessments for emotion recognition,

perspective-taking, and social problemsolving.27 As with all assessments, these tests
have strengths and weaknesses. Most assess
a particular dimension of social-emotional
comprehension. Few are suitable for mass
administration. We have no usable, feasible,
and scientifically sound system that can
be administered to groups of children to
assess social-emotional comprehension and
execution in the upper elementary grades.
To investigate the feasibility and promise of
measures of social-emotional thinking, my
colleagues and I collected data from 186
general education students and 118 clinicreferred children ages six to 14, using direct
assessments that had been designed for
research purposes. We found that:
•

emotion recognition, perspectivetaking, and social problem-solving
can be reliably assessed;

•

these three constructs are partially
independent components of a
higher-order global social-emotional
comprehension construct;

•

individual children’s socialemotional comprehension varies
considerably;

•

general-education students perform
better than clinic-referred children
on direct assessments of socialemotional comprehension, and;

•

better social-emotional
comprehension is associated with
more frequent socially competent
behavior and less frequent
socially aversive behavior, such
as aggression, impulsivity, normviolating aberrant behavior, and
social withdrawal.28
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Malleable Thinking Skills

Meaningful Behaviors

Several lines of research suggest that SEL
thinking skills are malleable. Evidencebased SEL programs include a range
of curricula and instructional strategies
designed to promote social-emotional
comprehension and execution among
all students. Children who participate in
well-implemented, evidence-based SEL
programs do better on measures of social,
behavioral, and academic outcomes.
A 2011 meta-analysis summarized the
impact of 213 school-based universal SEL
programs that included 270,034 students.
It found that when the programs were
implemented well, about 67 percent
of children improved in their thinking
skills, compared with about 34 percent
of children who didn’t participate in the
programs.29

SEL encompasses both socially skilled
behaviors, characterized by positive
interactions that enhance relationships, and
socially aversive behaviors, characterized
by negative interactions that detract
from relationships.31 Behavioral skills
are associated with academic and other
important outcomes. In one study, for
example, first- through sixth-grade students’
interpersonal skills, as reported by their
teachers, were positively associated with
their standardized test scores.32 In a sample
of 423 sixth- and seventh-graders, more
positive social behavior was associated
with better grades and test scores.33
Longitudinal studies—that is, studies
that followed students over time—have
found that positive social behavior in third
grade is associated with greater academic
achievement in eighth grade and that
children who exhibit prosocial behavior in
kindergarten are likely to attain more years
of schooling.34 In contrast, socially aversive
behaviors are associated with poor academic
outcomes. For example, aggressive behavior
in kindergarten predicts lower scores on
standardized literacy and math tests in
later grades.35 Among school-aged children,
hyperactivity and impulsivity are also
associated with poor academic outcomes.36

These studies suggest that SEL thinking
skills are malleable. But they focus on
programs that have many components and
they measure multiple outcomes, leaving
open the question of which skills are most
malleable and what interventions are most
effective for what skills. Some research
suggests that targeted interventions can
influence specific SEL thinking skills. For
example, our group and others have found
that when facial emotion-recognition
training technology is paired with
individual coaching, children can learn
facial emotion-recognition skills. Similarly,
interventions for high-functioning
children on the autism spectrum have
improved their perspective-taking
skills, and interventions to teach social
problem-solving skills have been effective
for children with aggressive behavior.30
Together, these studies suggest that
specific SEL thinking skills are malleable.
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Behavioral skills are also associated with
nonacademic outcomes. For example,
elementary school–age children who rarely
exhibit socially skilled behavior and more
frequently exhibit socially aversive behaviors
are more likely to be socially rejected; in
turn peer rejection puts children at risk
for maladaptive behavior and poor mental
health.37 Similarly, prosocial skills in
kindergarten are associated with greater
adult employment and a lower likelihood of
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using public assistance, exhibiting criminal
behavior, or suffering from mental
illness.38
Social behaviors are integral to some
state standards. For example, the Illinois
standards say that children should learn to
“identify and manage [their] … behavior,”
“demonstrate ways to express emotions in
a socially acceptable manner,” “manage
and resolve interpersonal conflicts in
constructive ways,” “apply constructive
approaches in resolving conflicts,” and
“use communication and social skills to
interact effectively with others.” 39

Developmental Considerations
As we’ve seen, the quantity and quality
of thinking skills change as children grow
older. But socially skilled and socially
aversive behaviors remain somewhat
more stable across the elementary grades.
Impulsive and aggressive behaviors do
typically decline from early childhood
through adolescence, and children
learn about and can express increasingly
complex positive social behaviors as they
grow older. In general, however, similar
positive and negative behavioral skills
are important at all ages—a fact that’s
reflected in the construction of many
widely used behavior rating scales. For
example, the Social Skills Improvement
System, or SSIS, has a single form for
children from five to 12 years old, and the
averages and distributions of the rating
scale’s scores don’t change dramatically in
that age range. 40

Measurable Behaviors
Many rating scales measure important
dimensions of social behavior. Whatever
their focus, they ask raters (usually

teachers) to assess the frequency of various
behaviors.

Like SEL thinking skills,
positive and aversive social
behaviors appear to be
malleable.
The resulting scores tell us how the
frequency of a child’s behaviors compares
to the frequency of those behaviors in
a typical sample. Many such scales are
well-suited to measuring behaviors that
either support or interfere with positive
social relationships because behavior,
unlike social-emotional comprehension,
can be directly observed. For example,
the SSIS assesses several dimensions of
socially skilled and aversive behaviors. The
Devereux Student Strengths Assessment
focuses specifically on social-emotional
learning skills, such as relationship skills
and goal-directed behavior.41 Using
both teacher ratings and children’s own
reports, the Academic Competence
Evaluation Scales measures both academic
competence and the socially skilled
behaviors associated with it.42

Malleable Behaviors
Like SEL thinking skills, positive and
aversive social behaviors appear to be
malleable. We have evidence from three
kinds of interventions—those designed to
nurture children’s social-emotional skills,
those designed to create social norms that
influence behavior, and those that use
instructional strategies to reduce problem
behavior.
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Programs that nurture social-emotional
skills. Meta-analyses suggest that schoolbased SEL programs produce significant
and meaningful behavioral benefits. One
meta-analysis of 213 universal schoolbased SEL programs found that about 57
percent of children who participated in
well-implemented, evidence-based SEL
programs showed improvement on measures
of behavioral outcomes, compared with
about 43 percent of children who didn’t
participate in such programs.43 Programs for
children with psychological and behavioral
problems showed even more dramatic
benefits: In a meta-analysis of 130 indicated
preventive interventions, about 63 percent
of children improved, compared with about
36 percent of children in control groups.44

Instructional strategies. Instructional
strategies can increase positive social
behaviors and reduce problem behavior.
Take, for example, the Good Behavior
Game, in which children are assigned
to groups and given points for targeted
misbehaviors. The team with the fewest
points wins a prize after a specified number
of rounds. (It can also work the other
way around: teams get points for positive
behavior.) Many studies have shown that the
Good Behavior Game significantly reduces
problem behaviors.47 The game is relatively
easy to implement well, is widely accepted
by teachers, and can be incorporated into
regular classroom curricula.

Programs to create social norms. SWPBIS
encompasses a universal framework
for behavior management that applies
broad and flexible principles, rather
than prescribed programs. In SWPBIS
schools, educators set and teach positive
behavioral expectations, collect and review
data on student behavior, and use various
strategies to encourage desired behaviors
and discourage undesired behaviors. In a
randomized field trial involving 37 ethnically
and socioeconomically diverse schools with
more than 12,000 students, children in
SWPBIS schools displayed more positive
behaviors and fewer problem behaviors
than children in schools that didn’t use
SWPBIS.45 In another study, students with
greater teacher-reported concentration
problems, disruptive behavior, and emotion
dysregulation, and less frequent positive
behavior, showed the greatest increases in
positive behavior and the greatest decreases
in disruptive behavior when exposed to
SWPBIS.46 Thus, SWPBIS provides further
evidence that social behavior is malleable.

It’s beyond the scope of this article to review
the complex scholarship about self-control
and the debates about how to define,
measure, and assess it. Rather, I’ll examine
three interrelated and commonly studied
dimensions of self-control that are known
to be associated with social and academic
outcomes: delayed gratification, frustration
tolerance, and behavioral impulse control.
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Meaningful Aspects of Self-Control

A recent review of research found
consistent evidence that cognitive, social,
and emotional dimensions of self-control
are all associated with young children’s
readiness to enter school.48 Moreover,
self-control remains important throughout
elementary school. For example, in a study
of an ethnically diverse sample of six- to
10-year-olds that relied on reports from
teachers, effortful control was positively
related to academic skills.49 And in two
samples totaling 304 middle school students,
a measure of self-control that integrated
parents’, teachers’ and children’s own
reports of their behavior with performance
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on a delay of gratification task were better
than IQ at predicting eighth-graders’
academic outcomes.50

control their behavior.53 Because self-control
changes with age, the means of measuring it
must also change with age.

Indeed, childhood self-control is associated
with wellbeing throughout the lifespan.
Analyzing data from the Dunedin
Multidisciplinary Health and Development
Study—a longitudinal study of more than
1,000 participants who were followed from
birth to adulthood—one set of researchers
found that after controlling for initial
socioeconomic status, a composite measure
of researcher-observed and parent- and
teacher-reported impulsivity in childhood
was strongly associated with adult outcomes
as wide-ranging as physical health,
substance use, income, socioeconomic
status, single parenthood, and criminality.51

Measurable Aspects of Self-Control

Self-control is also incorporated in the
Illinois SEL standards, which state that
children should be able to “identify and
manage … emotions and behavior” and
“describe and demonstrate ways to express
emotions in a socially acceptable manner.”52

Developmental Considerations
Self-control measured in childhood is
strongly associated with both concurrent
and later outcomes. As with other
dimensions of social-emotional learning,
children’s self-control changes with age.
In early childhood, behavioral impulsivity
is sufficiently typical that behavioral
performance tasks, such as the famous
marshmallow task I discuss in the next
section, are meaningful indicators of
self-control. In early elementary school,
however, behavioral self-control becomes
better developed and the frequency of
impulsive behavior declines. In fourth to
sixth grades, children can use attentional,
cognitive, and behavioral strategies to

How is self-control best measured? In
preschool, simple behavioral-challenge
tasks measure delay of gratification. For
example, in the marshmallow task, children
must choose between an immediate
reward of a marshmallow and a larger but
delayed reward of several marshmallows.54
More recently, researchers developed the
Preschool Self Regulation Assessment,
which uses a series of simple performance
tasks, from holding a piece of candy on
the tongue to walking slowly on a line, to
measure different aspects of self-control.55
Scores from the assessment are reliable
(consistent across tasks and time) and valid
(associated with other measures of selfcontrol), and are associated with social
competence and school readiness.56
Beyond preschool, various direct
assessments have been developed to
measure mental aspects of self-control.
Our team developed two web-based direct
assessments for children in kindergarten
through third grades to measure selfcontrol. The first was a choice-delay task in
which children chose between lower-scoring
but fast responses and higher-scoring but
slow and tedious responses.57 The second
was a frustration tolerance task in which
children were given a certain amount
of time to solve a problem; to induce
frustration, the task was programmed so that
several items stuck, as if the computer had
frozen.58 Both tasks yielded reliable scores
that were associated with other socialemotional thinking skills and functional
outcomes.
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Other strategies to directly assess aspects
of self-control have shown evidence of
feasibility, including:
•

asking children to follow rules
that require them to disregard
their natural inclinations, such as
directing them to press the right
side of a screen when something
appears on the left side;59

•

using a computerized game called
the Iowa Gambling Task to measure
the tendency to select smaller
consistent rewards over large but
risky rewards, and;60

•

asking children to choose between
a series of smaller but more
immediate rewards and larger but
delayed rewards.61

In the elementary grades,
teaching children mindfulness
shows promise to improve
both self-control and other
dimensions of wellness.
Malleable Aspects of Self-Control
Some evidence suggests that self-control is
malleable. For example, when the Chicago
School Readiness Project (CSRP)—an
intervention to train teachers in behavior
management strategies that can foster
student self-regulation—was tested in
a randomized field trial in Head Start
preschools, children whose teachers
received the training showed both greater
self-control and stronger early literacy
and mathematics skills. Furthermore, the
1 68
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investigators found some evidence that
improved self-regulation was the mechanism
through which the CSRP intervention
improved early academic skills.62
In the elementary grades, teaching
children mindfulness—the ability to focus
attention on present experience without
judgment—shows promise to improve
both self-control and other dimensions of
wellness. One randomized study of a brief
mindfulness intervention among fourthand fifth-graders found that students who
learned mindfulness strategies improved
their cognitive control and showed fewer
physiological signs of stress. Moreover,
the children who participated in the
intervention were better liked by their
peers, who said that the participants
exhibited positive behavior more often.63

The Right Tool: Matching Method
to What’s Measured
The match, or lack thereof, between the
measurement method and the dimension
of SEL being measured is a critical and
underappreciated consideration. Method
means the procedure we use to sample
behaviors that are hypothesized to reflect
an underlying skill; they include self-report
questionnaires, peer nominations or ratings,
observation, teacher ratings, a hybrid of
observation and teacher ratings called direct
behavior ratings, and direct assessments, in
which children demonstrate skills by solving
challenging problems.64 No single method
measures every dimension of SEL well, and
each is better suited to measuring some
things than others.
Thinking skills, behavioral skills, and
self-control skills are each best measured
in different ways. For example, although
observers and raters can make educated
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guesses about children’s thinking skills,
these skills exist in a child’s mind and can’t
be directly observed. A skill such as reading
others’ facial expressions is an unobservable
mental event. To assess it through
observation requires a large inferential leap
from observable behavior. The same is true
for perspective-taking and problem-solving
skills.

characteristics. But none of these methods
is optimal for assessing social behavior. It’s
both time and labor intensive to get reliable
and valid data from observation. Peer ratings
are prohibitively complex to administer,
score, and interpret. When completing selfreport questionnaires, children may indicate
a socially desirable response, whether or not
it’s accurate.

So although teachers could rate such skills
or children could rate themselves, direct
assessment may be a better choice. Take
academic assessment as an example: If we
wanted to assess how well a child reads,
we could ask her to fill out a questionnaire
in which she rates her own reading skills.
But a sound direct assessment—in which
she reads a text and answers questions
about it, for example—is likely to be more
informative. Similarly, we could ask a
child to rate his own skill at reading facial
expressions, but it may be better to directly
assess the skill by showing him pictures of
people with various facial expressions and
asking him what the people are feeling.

Two methods of assessing behavior are
more feasible in schools than the rest. First,
teacher rating scales can yield reliable and
valid assessments of overall behavioral
tendencies, and they’re easy to use, score,
and interpret. They have limitations,
however. For example, different raters
might judge the same child’s behavior
differently. Furthermore, rating scales place
a burden on teachers, who may have to rate
many students. A second approach, direct
behavior ratings, retains the advantages
of both direct observation (objectivity and
behavior in naturalistic settings) and rating
scales (simplicity and consistency). In this
approach, a teacher rates the frequency of
a small number of clear target behaviors
(such as whether a child talks out of turn)
over a brief period.65 Direct behavior ratings
have great potential for characterizing child
behavior, screening for disruptive behavior
problems, and monitoring progress.

In contrast to SEL thinking skills, behavioral
skills are expressed outwardly, so they
can be directly observed—for example,
when a child compromises with or hits
another child. Behavioral observation is
designed to measure the frequency and
intensity of socially positive and aversive
behavior. However, infrequent but highly
consequential events are less likely to
be observed, and it’s difficult to use
observation in a way that yields reliable
scores that are appropriate for their
intended interpretation. Peer ratings can
also assess socially positive and aversive
behavior, and starting in late elementary
school, questionnaires can ascertain
children’s own view of their social-emotional

Self-control includes specific thinking
skills and their behavioral expression. The
thinking dimensions of self-control may be
measured through direct assessment and,
in some cases, self-report. Behaviors that
reflect the absence of self-control may be
measured through observation, rating scales,
or direct behavior ratings. Self-control may
also be reflected in beliefs and attitudes
about the self. When grit—a component
of self-control defined as “perseverance
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and passion for long-term goals”—has
been measured through self-reporting,
researchers have found that the scores are
reliable and are associated with important
outcomes.66

Summary
I’ve highlighted the prospect of identifying
meaningful, measurable, and malleable SEL
skills that correspond to state standards, as
well as the existing tactics for assessing those
skills. But no systems yet exist for largescale assessment of SEL skills. Thus, SEL
assessment is in its early stages. We have
sufficient proof of concept to feel confident
that we can create feasible, rigorous, and
scalable assessment systems, but no systems
developed so far meet schools’ important
and varied needs.
In addition to the SEL skills I’ve described,
readers might see other dimensions of
SEL as important. My list omits some
often discussed constructs, such as growth
mindsets.67 Based on Carol Dweck’s seminal
work on children’s implicit theories of
intelligence, the concept of mindsets focuses
on an important belief system—children’s
beliefs about the nature of intelligence.
Mindsets are meaningful, measurable, and
malleable, and are important and influential
ideas with strong implications for the
classroom. In our conception, however,
mindsets (and other beliefs and attitudes)
are distinct from the mental, behavioral, and
self-control skills that make up what we call
SEL.
I don’t claim that the SEL skills I’ve
reviewed in this article are the only ones
that should be included in our shared
understanding of SEL. But we must
achieve sufficient consensus to guide what
we measure; strongly consider matching
1 70
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the method to what is measured; use
a developmental perspective to guide
measurement; and make certain we’re
measuring the dimensions of SEL that are
meaningful, measurable, and malleable.
As we tackle the daunting task of creating
assessments with the same rigor and
sophistication as achievement tests, these
principles will help us make great strides.

What a Serious SEL Assessment
Effort Would Require
How much would it cost in money and
other resources to develop SEL assessment
systems that meet schools’ educational
needs? Though a precise estimate isn’t
feasible, our research group’s work to
develop and validate a web-based system
to measure several SEL thinking skills
may at least give an idea of the size of the
investment that will likely be required.
My colleagues and I recognized that despite
SEL’s importance to learning, we had few
tools to assess children’s SEL thinking
skills; most social-emotional assessments are
designed to measure children’s behavior.
Yet rigorous assessment of SEL thinking
skills is critical, not only because those skills
are reflected in standards, but also because
understanding children’s social-emotional
thinking skills can guide educators’
instructional decisions. For example, if a
child performed poorly on a social problemsolving test, teachers could use evidencebased instructional strategies to help her
improve her social problem-solving skills.
Thus, we set out to create a web-based
system—called SELweb—to assess SEL
thinking skills in children from kindergarten
to third grade. SELweb measures children’s
ability to recognize others’ emotions, take
others’ perspectives, solve social problems,
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and practice self-control. All of its
modules are illustrated and narrated so
that children as young as kindergarten
age can complete the assessment
independently. We also matched method
to what we measure. The modules are
direct assessments, where children
complete challenging and engaging
tasks that require them to demonstrate
thinking skills. The case of SELweb
illustrates what one SEL assessment
system can do. But it also illustrates the
tremendous effort required to create
scalable, scientifically sound, usable, and
feasible SEL systems.
To evaluate how well SELweb measured
the target skills, we mounted two field
trials with a large and diverse sample
of 4,462 kindergarteners through thirdgraders. SELweb’s score reliabilities,
which index consistency of measurement,
were comparable to well-developed
achievement tests. In both field trials,
scores on the assessment modules fit a
hypothesized model of SEL thinking
skills that includes four factors—emotion
recognition, perspective-taking, problemsolving, and self-control. Overall, higher
scores on SELweb were positively
associated with teacher-reported social
skill, peer acceptance, and academic
competence, and negatively associated
with teacher-reported problem behavior.
In addition, scores on SELweb’s different
modules were more strongly associated
with alternative measures of the same
construct than they were associated
with alternate measures of different
constructs. These findings support the
conclusion that SELweb scores reflect
what they were designed to measure.68
As a final step, we collected SELweb
data from 4,419 students in six states to

create age-based norms, so that a child’s
performance on SELweb can be judged in
comparison to a national sample of children
the same age.

If we want to get serious
about assessing SEL, we’ll
need to invest significant
resources.
All this took four years, considerable
financial support from the Institute of
Education Sciences, and many personhours. SELweb demonstrates that it’s
possible to create engaging, scalable,
scientifically sound, and useful SEL
assessment systems. And yet like any
assessment system, SELweb can’t do
all things. It measures thinking skills
but not behavioral skills. Its design
and psychometric properties make
it appropriate for guiding classroom
instruction and evaluating programs to
foster SEL skills. It could perhaps be
used for low-stakes monitoring of student
progress toward some, but not all, SEL
standards. Our experience tells us that
if we want to get serious about assessing
SEL, we’ll need to invest significant
resources and consider how to sustain and
continually improve our assessments—
much the same way that standardized
achievement tests require large initial
investments and continual upkeep.
What would it take, then, to create a
developmentally appropriate, multimethod,
multirater SEL assessment system for
K–12? Consider the assessments developed
to measure children’s progress toward
the Common Core educational standards.
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In September 2014, Education Week
reported that more than $300 million in
contracts had been awarded to testing
companies to develop assessment systems.69
Those investments were directed to highly
competent organizations with strong track
records of rigorous academic assessment
development. It seems likely that we
would need a comparable commitment
of resources to develop SEL assessment
systems with the same rigor and utility.

Filling the Void
Promising assessments that measure SEL
thinking skills, behavioral skills, and selfcontrol skills exist or are in development.
However, we have yet to invest enough
resources to produce robust and scalable
systems that correspond to state standards
and that allow educators to use assessment
to foster children’s social-emotional
development. Some existing and emerging
tools are appropriate for formative
assessment and program evaluation.
However, they cover some dimensions of
SEL better than others, and we have few
options to achieve other assessment goals,
such as monitoring children’s progress
toward meeting SEL standards.
How can we fill the gaps? First, SEL
assessment development efforts should
meet the highest ethical and scientific
standards.70 For most SEL assessment goals,
that means going well beyond simple survey
construction to developing multimethod,
multirater systems that have been well
constructed and rigorously evaluated. This
will require a level of test development
effort and rigor that has typically been
reserved for achievement tests.
Second, developers should design and
build SEL assessment systems specifically
1 72
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for educational use. Many existing tools
were developed either for research (such
as emotion-recognition tasks) or for
clinical applications (such as most rating
scales). Thus educators must retrofit
these assessments for off-label uses. SEL
assessments designed with educators in
mind should be feasible to deploy in schools
at scale; focus on strengths; use up as little
instructional time as possible; and quickly
and flexibly report informative results. As
much as possible, such assessments should
also measure dimensions of SEL that are
reflected in state standards and in the best
evidence-based SEL programs.
Third, developers should focus on
measuring dimensions of SEL that span
the three categories of thinking, behavioral,
and self-control skills. They should also
choose to measure skills that are meaningful,
measurable, and malleable—that is, skills
that are associated with important outcomes,
can be assessed feasibly, and can be
influenced by experience. In rare instances,
however, we might want to measure a skill
that’s meaningful and measurable even
though it isn’t clear that the skill is malleable
via instructional strategies. Measuring
such skills could encourage researchers
to develop curricular and instructional
strategies to shape them.
Fourth, assessments methods should
be matched to what’s being measured.
I believe that direct assessment is best
for SEL thinking skills; rating scales
and direct behavior ratings are best for
behavioral skills; and a combination of
direct assessment and rating scales is best
for self-control skills. But those guidelines
are debatable. What’s most important is that
developers thoughtfully pair their methods
to what they’re measuring. SEL assessments
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covering all three categories of thinking,
behavioral, and self-control skills will
therefore need more than one method and
more than one rater. Such a system would
require direct assessment and teacher rating
at a minimum, and might also include peer
nominations and direct behavior ratings.
Multimethod, multirater assessment systems
will corroborate students’ SEL skill levels,
creating a hedge against outlier performance
on any one measure.
Fifth, SEL assessments should be
developmentally appropriate. SEL skills
change with age, and research tells us
what changes to expect. Broadly, SEL
assessments should account for two kinds of
developmental changes. The first involves
constructs whose meaning and manifestation
remain the same as children’s performance
improves with age. For example, although
facial emotion recognition is the same skill
throughout the lifespan, individuals become
better at it as they grow older. To measure
such skills, assessments should include items
with a range of difficulty that corresponds
to the variability in the skills of all children
in the age range to be tested. The second
kind of change involves constructs whose
meaning remains the same but whose
manifestation changes. For example, as
children traverse middle childhood, in
addition to recognizing emotions through
their behavioral expression, they come to
understand that people can have mixed
emotions, such as being happy for a friend
and sad for oneself, and moral emotions,
such as guilt and pride.71 This new kind of
understanding is different from emotional
understanding in very young children and

therefore requires a different assessment
method.
Last, the intended use of any SEL
assessment system should be clearly
specified from the design stage through
the large-scale rollout—and before
it’s rolled out, the developers must be
able to show sufficient evidence that
the assessment is appropriate for that
purpose. Any other uses should be clearly
characterized as “off-label,” and potential
negative consequences of such uses
should be described. The user’s goals and
practices can’t be built into the assessment
technology itself; rather, assessment
developers must communicate appropriate
use in documentation and training.
Excellent assessment is crucial to making
progress on social-emotional learning,
from policy to practice to research. How
else can we know children’s strengths
and needs, and therefore, how to target
instruction to foster character? How else
can we know whether a set of practices
works? How else can we know to what
heights of character development students
have risen? How else can we know
whether our system of education has met
state standards (assuming such standards
apply to the education of character)?
These are not idle questions. If nature
abhors vacuums, educational fads feast on
them. All of us—scientists, practitioners,
parents, and policymakers—should hope
that the best evidence of what works will
lead to practices that nurture SEL skills.
Assessment is the foundation for collecting
such evidence.
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