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A B S T R A C T

States and school districts across the U.S. are seeking to expand their definition of student success to include
social-emotional learning. The CORE Districts, a collaborative of California districts that has developed a system
of school accountability and continuous improvement that includes measures of social-emotional skills based on
student self-reports, exemplify this trend. In this case study, we provide an overview of CORE's School Quality
Improvement System, which was implemented in the 2015–16 school year across six districts serving roughly
one million students. We describe how four social-emotional competencies—growth mindset, self-efficacy, self-
management, and social awareness—were selected for assessment; the process for curating and piloting as-
sessments of students' social-emotional skills; and reliability and validity evidence from a 2015 field test of
social-emotional measures based on self-reports from nearly 400,000 students. We conclude with lessons from
the development of CORE's system for other next-generation accountability and continuous improvement efforts.

The CORE Districts (or CORE) is a partnership of California local
educational agencies working to improve student achievement by fos-
tering collaboration and learning across its eight members: Fresno,
Garden Grove, Long Beach, Los Angeles, Oakland, Sacramento, San
Francisco, and Santa Ana Unified School Districts. CORE's governing
board comprises the superintendents of its member districts, and ad-
ministrators, school leaders, and teachers from each district are actively
involved in collaborative activities. In 2013, CORE applied for and re-
ceived a waiver from the U.S. Department of Education that provided
six of its member districts flexibility from key requirements of the
school accountability system prescribed by the federal No Child Left
Behind Act. Through this waiver, CORE sought to implement a new
type of accountability system that, rather than looking solely at test
scores and graduation rates, incorporated schools' performance across a
broader range of outcome measures.

In particular, the CORE governing board wanted to include mea-
sures of social-emotional (SE) skills and school culture/climate (CC),
alongside traditional academic indicators, in a more holistic index of
school quality. They focused on SE skills because of (a) research de-
monstrating their importance for students' academic, career, and life
success (e.g., Almlund et al., 2011; Moffitt et al., 2011; Heckman,
Stixrud, Urzua, 2006); (b) benefits two member districts had seen from

implementing social-emotional learning (SEL) programs as part of the
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning's Colla-
borating Districts Initiative (Kendziora & Osher, 2016); and (c) a shared
recognition that the development of SE skills was largely missing from
districts' existing performance measurement systems.

In this paper, we provide an overview of CORE's School Quality
Improvement System, which was fully implemented in the 2015–16
academic year. We describe how four SE competencies—growth
mindset, self-efficacy, self-management, and social awareness—were
selected for assessment. We discuss the process for curating and piloting
survey-based measures of these competencies, and present validity and
reliability evidence from a 2015 field test involving nearly 400,000
students. We conclude with lessons from the development and early
implementation of CORE's system that can inform other next-generation
assessment and continuous improvement efforts.

1. CORE's School Quality Improvement System

The U.S. Department of Education approved CORE's NCLB waiver
application in August 2013, authorizing the development and im-
plementation of its proposed School Quality Improvement System
(SQIS). The key principles of the SQIS are captured in the four
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“foundational goals” articulated in its waiver request:

1. College- and career-ready expectations for all students.
2. A focus on collective responsibility, accountability, and action that

emphasizes capacity-building over accountability.
3. The development of intrinsic motivation for change through differ-

entiated recognition, accountability, and support for schools.
4. Focused capacity-building for effective instruction and leadership.

The first goal emphasizes high standards for all students, coupled
with a commitment to eliminate outcome disparities across student
subgroups. Rather than mandating how to accomplish this, however,
CORE tasks individual districts with making their own instructional and
programming decisions in order to preserve local autonomy. The
second and third goals reflect a focus on cultivating a sense of collective
responsibility among educators for students' success, rather than relying
on the type of punitive sanctions that characterize some educational
accountability systems. Pursuant to the fourth goal, capacity-building
occurs by forming Communities of Practice and by matching higher-
and lower-performing schools in School Pairings to support continuous
improvement. CORE also offers professional development, tools, re-
search, and convenings to enable district leaders and educators to share
best practices.

CORE's School Quality Improvement Index (SQII or the “Index”)
serves as the foundation of the SQIS. While SQIS refers to the full
system of accountability and continuous improvement, the Index is the
quantitative formula used to assess school performance. The Index in-
cludes measures of student academic achievement and growth, student
social-emotional competencies, and school culture/climate in order to
provide a holistic picture of student success and school quality.

The Index has been rolled out in stages over the course of three
years. Fig. 1 shows the full Index as implemented for the first time in
the 2015–16 academic year. Academic indicators account for 60% of
the Index, while social-emotional and school culture/climate factors
account for 40%. Consistent with its commitment to continuous im-
provement, CORE plans to revise the indicators included in the Index
and the weights assigned to them over time based on feedback from
stakeholders and developments in research.

2. Selecting social-emotional competencies to assess

While CORE committed in its waiver to measure students' social-
emotional development, it did not identify the specific

competencies or assessments the districts would use. Accordingly,
one of their first steps after the waiver's approval was to select an
initial set of social-emotional competencies for assessment and
identify promising measures for each. In November 2013, the
governing board convened SEL experts and representatives from
each CORE District including superintendents, directors of student
support, directors of SEL, and directors of special education. The
SEL experts in attendance were from the Collaborative for
Academic, Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), the John W.
Gardner Center for Youth at Stanford, and Transforming Education
(TransformEd). Adopting a framework proposed by TransformEd
known as the “3 Ms,” CORE agreed to select specific social-emo-
tional competencies for inclusion in the Index based on the extent to
which they met three criteria:

1. Meaningful indicates that the competency predicts important aca-
demic, career, or life outcomes.

2. Measureable indicates that the competency can be measured reliably
through a valid assessment that is feasible to administer at scale in
schools.

3. Malleable indicates that the development of the competency can be
influenced in an educational setting.

In order to ensure that the assessment of multiple SE competencies
would yield data that were complementary rather than redundant,
CORE additionally decided to include at least one intrapersonal skill
and one interpersonal skill among its initial set of SE competencies
(National Research Council, 2012). District representatives and SEL
content experts used a voting process to identify four specific SE com-
petencies for inclusion in the Index: growth mindset (Dweck, 2006),
self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), self-management (CASEL, 2005), and
social awareness (CASEL, 2005). (See Fig. 2 for definitions.) Partici-
pants acknowledged that this is not a comprehensive set of SE compe-
tencies, but rather a starting point that could be revised as new research
emerges. For example, they considered incorporating collaborative
problem-solving into the initial set of competencies but CORE elected to
wait until performance-based measures of this competency had been
piloted in the 2015 Program for International Student Assessment
study.

3. Moving from competencies to validated measures

Once the four SE competencies were identified, TransformEd

Fig. 1. The School Quality Improvement Index.
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scanned the field to identify a set of measures that met criteria estab-
lished by CORE and described below. Despite their limitations
(Duckworth and Yeager, 2015; West, 2016), self- and teacher-report
surveys were identified as the best available measurement approach.
CORE then partnered with the Center for Education Policy Research
(CEPR) at Harvard University to analyze the measures' performance in
an initial 2014 pilot involving 18 schools and in a broader 2015 field
test to validate the measures prior to the full-scale rollout. The results of
these analyses informed the final choice of measures and the decision to
move forward with the plan to include SE measures in the SQII in the
2015–16 school year.

3.1. Criteria for measures

Core established a set of five criteria to guide the selection of
measures of student SE competencies.

3.1.1. Evidence-based
The measures needed to demonstrate emerging evidence of validity

and reliability when administered to students in grades 4–12. They also
needed to have “face validity” for educators, such that educators be-
lieve the scales capture the relevant competency.

3.1.2. Free-to-administer
To ensure CORE's financial sustainability, the measures needed to

be free. While the obtaining permission from researchers to use mea-
sures they had developed was time-consuming, this was preferable to
using third-party assessment providers that would charge a student- or
school-based licensing fee each year.

3.1.3. Practical
The measures needed to be easy to administer to students in grades

4–12, with as little administrative burden as possible. Districts asked
that there be both online and paper-based survey options given lim-
itations of some schools' technological infrastructure. Further, the dis-
tricts asked that they be able to incorporate the measures into existing
surveys to avoid administering a separate assessment.

3.1.4. Parsimonious
The assessments needed to use the fewest number of items possible

to get valid, reliable results. This criteria was adopted in response to
concerns about the “over-testing” of students and to teachers' and ad-
ministrators' desire to protect instructional time. CORE aimed for stu-
dents to be able to complete SE and CC survey items in approximately
10 min each, with an understanding that proxy indicators such as at-
tendance, grades, and discipline rates used to round out the picture of
students' SE skills.

3.1.5. Strengths-based
CORE administrators expressed a preference that questions be

phrased in a positive manner whenever possible, unless research
showed that a particular negatively-phrased scale was more valid or
reliable. For example, they preferred items such as “I can improve my
intelligence by working hard” to those such as “My intelligence is
something that I can't change very much.”

3.2. Measure selection

Based on these criteria, TransformEd sought guidance from experts
in SE assessment and curated a set of student self-report surveys to
assess each competency. Student reports were developed for grades
4–12 only, given that surveys administered to younger students often
require different wording or other accommodations. In addition, tea-
cher reports were developed for the two SE competencies considered to
be potentially externally observable (i.e., self-management and social-
awareness), both as a potential complement to student reports for in-
clusion in the Index and as a way to provide information on the social-
emotional development of younger students. The extent to which social
awareness is in fact externally observable is unclear, as the construct
includes students' abilities to empathize with others. As operationalized
by CORE, however, the construct is a hybrid of social awareness and
social competence, and the questionnaire developed for teachers fo-
cused on the latter.

Once draft scales were developed, district staff members vetted the
measures and provided feedback focused on their face validity among
educators. The CORE Board approved the final set of measures in
December 2013, requesting that they be piloted with a small group of
schools in spring 2014 and field tested with all schools in spring 2015
before being included in the SQII the following year. Teacher reports of
students SE skills were included in the pilot data collection and field-
tested in two districts. As discussed below, however, they are not being
used in all districts and therefore do not factor into schools' Index
scores.

3.3. Minimizing bias

Prior to the pilot data collection, CORE took steps to address three
common sources of measurement error in self-report survey responses:
social desirability bias, stereotype threat, and reference bias.

3.3.1. Social desirability bias
Social desirability bias refers to the tendency for survey respondents

to provide answers that they believe are socially acceptable rather than
those that reflect their true thoughts or feelings (Podsakoff, MacKenzie,
& Lee, 2003; Fisher, 1993). For example, if a survey asks a student how
often she is polite to adults, the student may answer “almost all the

Fig. 2. Definitions of the social-emotional com-
petencies assessed by CORE.

M.R. West et al. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology 55 (2018) 119–129

121



time” even if the response “almost never” more accurately reflects her
behavior, simply because she knows that being polite to adults is so-
cially desirable. CORE sought to mitigate this bias in two ways: (a) by
explicitly stating that students' survey responses would remain con-
fidential and not influence their grades or be used as a measure of
performance; and (b) by asking the adults proctoring survey adminis-
tration to stand at the back of the classroom instead of circulating.

3.3.2. Stereotype threat
Stereotype threat refers to the tendency for individuals' survey re-

sponses to be influenced by their perception of how members of a group
with which they identify (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, or socioeconomic
status) are believed by others to perform in the relevant domain
(Spencer, Steele and Quinn, 1999). Research on stereotype threat sug-
gests that students who are asked to report their gender or ethnicity
before completing an assessment are more likely to perform in a
manner consistent with their perception of how people in their identify
group are expected to perform (Walton and Spencer, 2009). CORE
therefore included demographic questions only at the end of the survey
and, in some districts, removed them and relied instead on a bar code as
a student identifier that could be linked to data from the districts' stu-
dent information system.

3.3.3. Reference bias
Reference bias refers to the tendency for individuals' survey re-

sponses to be influenced by differing implicit standards of comparison
(Heine, Lehman, Peng, & Greenholtz, 2002). For example, when asked
to evaluate their self-management skills, students with high expecta-
tions for their behavior or work ethic may assign themselves lower
ratings than students with lower expectations, even if their actual ca-
pacity to regulate their behavior is the same. Of particular concern for
the use self-report surveys for the purpose of school accountability is
the possibility that a school's culture might influence its students'
frames of reference, in turn causing them to interpret items differently
than students from other schools (Goldman, 2006; West, Kraft, et al.,
2016). To the extent that students attending schools with more de-
manding expectations for student behavior hold themselves to a higher
standard when completing questionnaires, reference bias could make
comparisons of responses across schools misleading.

To address concerns about reference bias, CORE partnered with
Educational Testing Service to develop anchoring vignettes for self-
management and social awareness to be incorporated into its self-report
surveys (King et al., 2004). Anchoring vignettes are brief descriptions of
hypothetical individuals who exhibit varying levels of a given con-
struct. Respondents are asked to read the vignettes and assign each one
a rating using the same response options used to assess themselves.
These ratings then provide a basis for re-scaling respondents' self-re-
ports relative to common points of reference. Kyllonen and Bertling
(2013) show that adjustments based on anchoring vignettes can reduce
the influence of reference bias in international comparisons of student
attitudes, strengthening within-country correlations between measures
of achievement and academic self-efficacy and reversing paradoxical
cross-country correlations that suggest, for example, that students who
are less confident in their abilities in math and science achieve at higher
levels. To our knowledge, however, anchoring vignettes have not pre-
viously been used when assessing students' SE skills in the U.S.

3.4. Pilot testing

CORE conducted a pilot test of the SE measures in spring 2014 with
approximately 9000 students and 300 teachers in 18 schools. During
the pilot, two different forms of the student self-report surveys and
teacher surveys were randomly assigned to participants. For each
competency, one of the forms used the original survey scale developed
by a contributing researcher and the other used a modified version
developed in partnership with educational psychologist Hunter

Gehlbach to reflect best practices in survey design (e.g., removing
double-barreled items, translating agree/disagree statements into
questions). The original scales varied in length; those for growth
mindset and self-efficacy had four items each, while those for social
awareness and self-management had eight and nine, respectively.

Upon completion of the pilot test, CEPR researchers compared the
two scales developed for each construct to identify the more promising
one based on (a) predictive validity, including correlations with aca-
demic and behavioral indicators and with scales measuring related SE
constructs that were included for this purpose; and (b) internal relia-
bility, or the degree to which the individual items included in each scale
assessed the same underlying construct. The scale that demonstrated
the strongest student-level correlations with theoretically related aca-
demic and behavioral outcomes (e.g., grades, attendance, suspensions)
and met commonly accepted reliability standards (i.e., Cronbach's
alpha > 0.70) was selected for use in the 2015 field test.

Analyses reported elsewhere (West, Dow, & Buckley 2017) in-
dicated that using anchoring vignettes to rescale students' self-reports
improved neither the internal reliability of the survey scales nor their
correlations with academic and behavioral indicators. These correla-
tions fell in most cases, perhaps due to the introduction of additional
measurement error. This could indicate that reference bias is not an
important phenomenon for the comparability of student responses
within the CORE Districts, or that the particular anchoring vignettes
used in the pilot were ineffective in addressing it. Based on these results
and the implications of including anchoring vignettes for survey length,
CORE elected not to use them during the subsequent field test. Un-
derstanding the extent and implications of reference bias nonetheless
remains a priority for CORE and its research partners.

4. Field test results: validity and reliability

CORE conducted its field test of the refined student survey measures
in spring 2015 across all of the roughly 1500 schools in its member
districts, providing an opportunity to analyze the measures' reliability
and validity when administered at scale. CORE had committed to in-
corporating SE data for students in grades 5–12 into the SQII and
planned to base its decision on whether or not to include students in
grade 4 on the results of the field test. All students in grades 4–12 who
were present when the surveys were administered therefore partici-
pated in the data collection; one district also administered the surveys
to students in grade 3.

4.1. Analytic samples

We focus our analysis of the field test data on 378,465 students
across five districts for which individual students' survey responses
could be linked to administrative data from the 2014–15 school year
acquired by the John W. Gardner Center at Stanford University. These
administrative data include demographic information for the full
sample and, for various subsamples, grade point averages (GPA), state
test scores in English language arts (ELA) and math, attendance, and
suspensions. We standardize the test scores within grade and subject to
have a mean of zero and a standard deviation of one across all students
in the sample for whom scores are available. GPA, absences, and sus-
pensions are standardized by district due to variation in reporting
practices.

Table 1 presents the demographic characteristics of the students in
our analytic sample. The first column describes the full sample; 68% of
these students are eligible for a free or reduced-price lunch, roughly
70% are Hispanic, and 20% are English language learners. The re-
maining columns describe the subsamples for which we can assess
predictive validity based on various outcomes, which range in size from
86,012 students (absences) to 251,672 (GPA). Due to the scale of the
data collection, virtually all of the differences in mean characteristics
between the full sample and these subsamples are statistically
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significant. The students for whom we observe suspensions are five
percentage points more likely to be Hispanic, while those with absences
are eight percentage points more likely to be English language learners.
The latter difference reflects the fact that absences were only available
for students in three of the five districts. All other differences are quite
small in magnitude, however, at less than three percentage points.

4.2. Reliability

Consistent with CORE's decision-making process, we use Cronbach's
alpha as our primary metric to assess the internal reliability of the
survey scales used to measure each SE construct. In addition, we pre-
sent data on the temporal stability of the SE measures when adminis-
tered to the same student at an interval of one year. Because CORE
plans to use the SE data as an indicator of school performance, we also
discuss evidence on the extent to which student responses are corre-
lated by school as a measure of school-level reliability.

Table 2 reports the mean, standard deviation, and Cronbach's alpha
for each of the four constructs, as well as for an equally weighted
average of students' scores on the four separate scales. The first column
displays these metrics for the full sample, while the remaining columns
focus on specific student subgroups.

The measures generally demonstrate strong internal reliability. For
the full sample, the scales used for three of the constructs have alphas
considerably above the 0.70 benchmark commonly used as a threshold
for evaluating the internal consistency of survey scales. The exception is
the scale used to assess growth mindset, for which the alpha was 0.70
exactly, suggesting the value of continued efforts to enhance mea-
surement of this construct.

There are also only minor differences in the measures' reliability
across subgroups. While tests based on Feldt (1969) indicate that all of
the differences in reliability across groups reported in Table 2 are sta-
tistically significant, most are trivial in magnitude. Of particular interest
is the finding that the reliabilities are only modestly lower for English
language learners and students with disabilities (with differences in the
range of 0.01 to 0.05), suggesting that students in these groups did not
struggle to interpret the vocabulary used in the survey items substantially
more than other students. At the same time, reliabilities for students in
grade 3 are lower on each construct than for students in grade 4, for
whom the measures consistently exhibit lower reliabilities than for any
other subgroup. This relationship between survey reliability and grade
level is particularly pronounced for growth mindset, where the estimated
reliability for grade 3 students was only 0.60. Based in part on these
results, CORE elected to move forward with its plans to incorporate grade
4 into the SQII, effectively doubling the number of students whose re-
sponses would be included in the Index for elementary schools ending in
grade 5, but not to extend SE data collection to grade 3.

In addition to internal consistency as gauged by Cronbach's alpha,
another important aspect of reliability is temporal stability. In an effort
to minimize disruption to instructional time, CORE elected not to ad-
minister its SE measures to the same students multiple times during the
field test in a manner that would make it possible to calculate two-week
test-retest reliabilities. We can, however, combine data from the 2015
field test with data from the 2016 implementation of the SQII to pro-
vide initial evidence on the measures' temporal stability over one year.

Fig. 3 reports Pearson correlation coefficients for each SE measure
and, for purposes of comparison, state test scores through grade 8. As
expected, students' math and English language arts test scores are

Table 1
Mean demographics of the CORE field test sample.

Variable Full sample GPA sample Test score sample Suspensions sample Absences sample

Male 0.50 0.50 0.50 0.50 0.50
Free/reduced-price lunch 0.68 0.67 0.69 0.68 0.71
English language learner 0.21 0.18 0.22 0.19 0.29
Special education 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.08
African-American 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.07 0.09
Asian 0.10 0.11 0.10 0.07 0.10
Hispanic 0.71 0.70 0.70 0.76 0.67
White 0.10 0.09 0.11 0.09 0.10
Number of students 378,456 251,672 246,489 213,554 86,012
Number of schools 1106 470 986 430 305

Note. Data from schools with fewer than 25 respondents are removed from the sample. Full sample includes all students whose survey responses could be linked to administrative
demographic data; additional samples are restricted to students with non-missing information on GPA, Math and English language arts test scores, suspensions, and absences. All
subsample means except underlined values differ significantly from the mean for the full sample (p < 0.01).

Table 2
Means, standard deviations, and reliability coefficients for student social-emotional measures, overall and by student subgroup.

Full sample Male ELL FRPL SPED Black Asian Hisp White Grade 3 Grade 4

Self-management (9 items) Mean 4.05 3.95 3.86 4.01 3.77 3.93 4.22 4.01 4.28 3.92 4.01
SD 0.69 0.71 0.74 0.7 0.77 0.72 0.59 0.7 0.61 0.73 0.72
Alpha 0.85 0.85 0.83 0.85 0.84 0.84 0.84 0.85 0.84 0.80 0.83

Growth mindset (4 items) Mean 3.73 3.72 3.39 3.67 3.41 3.8 3.85 3.67 4.01 3.58 3.62
SD 0.96 0.97 0.97 0.96 0.98 0.99 0.9 0.97 0.91 1.04 0.99
Alpha 0.70 0.70 0.65 0.69 0.66 0.67 0.72 0.69 0.70 0.60 0.62

Self-efficacy (4 items) Mean 3.48 3.53 3.34 3.45 3.25 3.57 3.56 3.41 3.77 3.69 3.67
SD 1.00 0.99 1.00 1.00 1.02 1.03 0.94 1.01 0.98 1.00 1.00
Alpha 0.86 0.86 0.82 0.86 0.81 0.85 0.88 0.86 0.88 0.78 0.82

Social awareness (8 items) Mean 3.71 3.63 3.67 3.7 3.55 3.64 3.76 3.69 3.88 3.97 3.90
SD 0.71 0.73 0.74 0.71 0.79 0.77 0.62 0.72 0.66 0.72 0.7
Alpha 0.81 0.81 0.80 0.80 0.80 0.80 0.80 0.81 0.81 0.76 0.78
N 378,456 181,060 76,168 246,339 36,507 30,358 37,093 267,645 36,981 32,991 40,747

Note. Table reports the mean, standard deviation (SD), and Cronbach's alpha (Alpha) for each survey scale for the full sample and various subgroups. ELL: English language learner; SPED:
special education; FRPL: free/reduced-price lunch; Hisp: Hispanic. All differences in means, SDs, and Alpha coefficients across subgroups are statistically significant (p < 0.01).
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highly correlated from one year to the next (r = 0.82–0.87,
p < 0.001), and the strength of this relationship is similar across grade
levels. Although also statistically significant (p < 0.001), the parallel
reliability estimates for the SE measures are markedly lower
(r = 0.22–0.53) and, with the exception of self-management, tend to
increase across grades. Additional analyses confirm that adjusting the
correlations reported in Fig. 3 for the SE measures' lower internal re-
liability accounts for only a small fraction of the differences in results.
While striking, the lower temporal stability observed for the SE mea-
sures is not necessarily a concern given that one reason for educators'
interest in SE skills is the notion that they may be more malleable over
time than cognitive ability (see, e.g., Almlund et al., 2011).

Because CORE intends to use the SE measures primarily as an in-
dicator of school performance, it is also important to assess the extent to
which the measures differ systematically across schools. Hough et al.
(2017) draw on the same field test data used in this paper to calculate
the intra-class correlation coefficient for the SE measures as a measure
of the share of the overall variation in students' scores that is explained
at the school level. They find that schools explain only 8%, 7%, and 3%
of the variation, respectively, at the elementary, middle, and high
school levels. For math test scores, in contrast, schools explain 15–20%
of the variation across grade levels. As they note, this is not necessarily
surprising given that social-emotional development starts in early
childhood and is heavily influenced by out-of-school factors. Schools'
relative influence on SE skills within CORE could also change over time
as relevant data are incorporated into the SQIS. Yet these data do call
into question efforts to use the measures to draw fine-grained distinc-
tions in school performance. Using a Hierarchical Linear Model, for
example, Hough et al. (2017) find that only 50% of CORE schools have
estimated effects on a summary measure of SE skills that can be sta-
tistically distinguished from the collaborative-wide average.

In addition to providing evidence on the SE measures' internal re-
liability, Table 2 also reveals important differences in mean SE scores
across student subgroups. In particular, English language learners and
students with disabilities tend to rate their skills at the lowest levels
across all of the SE measures, while white students consistently rate
themselves most favorably. All of these differences are statistically
significant (p < 0.01), and many are substantial in magnitude. For
example, the self-management scores of students with disabilities lag
those of the full sample by 0.41 standard deviations. In ongoing work,
we are testing for measurement invariance across student subgroups in
order to better understand the sources of these group differences and
guide their interpretation. However, they clearly suggest the im-
portance of taking into account student background characteristics

when using these types of SE measures as an indicator of school per-
formance. To this end, CORE's SQII incorporates and assigns weight not
just to the overall SE score for each school but also to the scores of four
subgroups: the lowest-performing racial or ethnic group, English lan-
guage learners, students with disabilities, and students eligible for a
free or reduced-price lunch. The extent to which this approach enables
fair comparisons of schools' success in supporting the development of
student SE skills despite differences in background characteristics will
be a key area of analysis as the SQIS is implemented.

4.3. Validity

Given CORE's intention to use the SE measures as indicators of
school performance, we begin our validity analyses of the field test data
by examining the school-level correlations between each of the mea-
sures and multiple indicators of students' academic performance and
behavior. We next examine the relationship between the SE measures
and academic and behavioral indicators at the student level, comparing
overall and within-school correlations to test for the presence of re-
ference bias due to differential item functioning across schools. Finally,
we provide evidence on the measures' correlation with teacher reports
at the student level for the subsample of students for whom they are
available.

Table 3 shows the school-level correlations between each measure
and various outcome metrics separately for elementary, middle, and
high schools; each school observation is weighted by the number of
students for whom survey data is available. Of course, CORE's decision
to incorporate SE measures into the SQII reflected a view that they
capture aspects of student success that are not reflected in traditional
academic indicators. One would therefore not expect them to be per-
fectly correlated with academic performance and behavior. To the ex-
tent that SE skills contribute to academic success, however, they should
be positively related.

Overall these analyses indicate strong, statistically significant cor-
relations between students' SE skills and concurrent academic and be-
havioral outcomes when aggregated to the school level. The first
column shows the bivariate relationship between district-standardized
GPA and the four SE measures. For elementary students, each of the SE
measures is positively correlated with students' course grades, with self-
management and self-efficacy showing the strongest relationships. We
see a similar pattern in middle schools, but the relationships for growth
mindset and social awareness are stronger than for elementary schools.
At the high school level, a different set of social-emotional skills is most
predictive of average GPAs: the strongest relationship is for growth

Fig. 3. One-year test-retest reliabilities for academic and social-
emotional skills. This figure displays Pearson correlation coef-
ficients for students' English language arts (ELA) and Math test
scores and social-emotional skills as assessed in spring 2015 and
2016. Grade level refers to students' grade in spring 2016.
Sample size ranges from 22,082 to 42,565 students depending
on grade and construct. All reported coefficients are statistically
significant at p < 0.001.
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mindset, followed by social awareness. While self-efficacy is strongly
associated with GPA in elementary and middle school, the relationship
in high school is weaker. In addition to establishing the predictive va-
lidity of the SE measures in the aggregate, these results therefore sug-
gest intriguing patterns with respect to which SE constructs are most
important for students' academic success across grade spans.

The next two columns of Table 3 confirm that the SE measures are
also strongly correlated with students' test score performance in ELA
and math. Among elementary and middle schools, self-management
and growth mindset are the strongest predictors. Among high schools,

where test scores are only available for grade 11, social awareness and
self-management have the strongest relationship with test score per-
formance.

The final two columns show the relationship between the SE mea-
sures and two indicators of student behavior: district-standardized
measures of the share of students in a school who were suspended
during the 2014–15 school year and average absence rates. With the
exception of self-efficacy in high school, we see a negative relationship
between each of the SE measures and the share of students suspended
during the academic year. Not all of these correlations are statistically
significant at conventional levels, however. In middle schools and high
school, we also see consistent negative relationships between the SE
measures and absences. These relationships are not evident in ele-
mentary school (except for growth mindset), where students may ex-
ercise less control over their attendance.

While Table 3 confirms that the SE measures included in the SQII
are positively correlated with indicators of academic performance and
behavior, these relationships are not exact. Students in some schools
that are high-performing academically clearly report lower than ex-
pected SE skills, and vice versa. On one hand, this could reflect au-
thentic variation in performance across academic and SE domains. On
the other, it could be that students rate their SE skills more critically in
some schools than in others, perhaps due to variation in normative
expectations across schools. Our final set of analyses considered this
possibility.

To examine the potential of reference bias to affect the compar-
ability of student responses across schools, we compared the strength of
the student-level relationships between each SE measure and academic
performance indicators in the sample as a whole and within particular
schools. Specifically, we regressed the indicators on each SE measure
without (i.e., the “overall” estimate) and with (e.g., the “within-school”
estimate) school fixed effects included in the estimation model. Table 4
reports these regression coefficients and the difference between them,
along with tests of statistical significance.

If reference bias stemming from differences in normative standards
across schools were a significant concern, we would expect the within-
school correlations to be stronger than the overall correlations, as the
latter would be biased downward. The results in Table 4, however,
reveal the opposite pattern: the SE measures are more strongly related
to academic outcomes across the sample as a whole than when only

Table 3
School-level correlations of social-emotional measures with academic and behavioral
indicators.

GPA ELA test
score

Math test
score

Percent
suspended

Absence rate

Elementary schools
Self-management 0.62 0.82 0.79 −0.35 0.02
Growth mindset 0.38 0.67 0.65 −0.13 −0.28
Self-efficacy 0.61 0.60 0.56 −0.17 0.07
Social awareness 0.33 0.58 0.53 −0.19 0.03
N (schools) 67 586 586 102 156

Middle schools
Self-management 0.65 0.85 0.85 −0.29 −0.54
Growth mindset 0.56 0.76 0.72 −0.18 −0.41
Self-efficacy 0.60 0.67 0.65 −0.13 −0.32
Social awareness 0.55 0.74 0.71 −0.31 −0.55
N (schools) 219 280 280 175 114

High schools
Self-management 0.41 0.52 0.49 −0.14 −0.36
Growth mindset 0.49 0.47 0.39 −0.15 −0.32
Self-efficacy 0.26 0.12 0.18 0.03 −0.20
Social awareness 0.44 0.74 0.74 −0.07 −0.50
N (schools) 184 120 120 153 35

Note. Each cell reports the school-level correlation between the SE measure and the
outcome at the top of the column; school observations are weighted by the number of SE
survey respondents. GPA is either for fall courses or, where available, the full year; among
students with both fall and cumulative GPA, their correlation is 0.88. Percent suspended
is the percentage of respondents receiving a suspension during the 2014–15 school year.
Absence rate is the average percentage of days absent among respondents during the
2014–15 school year. All correlations are statistically significant at p < 0.01 except
those in italics (0.01 < p < 0.05) and those underlined (p > 0.05).

Table 4
Student-level correlations between social-emotional skills and academic indicators, overall and within-school.

GPA ELA test score Math test score (Math)

Overall Within Diff Overall Within Diff Overall Within Diff

Elementary schools
Self-management 0.44 0.41 0.03+ 0.37 0.3 0.07*** 0.34 0.27 0.07***
Growth mindset 0.25 0.23 0.02 0.3 0.24 0.06*** 0.28 0.22 0.06***
Self-efficacy 0.43 0.41 0.02* 0.29 0.25 0.04*** 0.3 0.26 0.04***
Social Awareness 0.28 0.27 0.01 0.22 0.17 0.05*** 0.18 0.14 0.04***
N 7893 111,902 111,902

Middle schools
Self-management 0.38 0.35 0.03*** 0.35 0.28 0.07*** 0.34 0.27 0.07***
Growth mindset 0.22 0.19 0.03*** 0.36 0.31 0.05*** 0.34 0.29 0.05***
Self-efficacy 0.33 0.31 0.02*** 0.28 0.23 0.05*** 0.31 0.27 0.04***
Social awareness 0.23 0.21 0.02*** 0.2 0.15 0.05*** 0.19 0.14 0.05***
N 116,645 110,293 110,293

High schools
Self-management 0.29 0.28 0.01*** 0.21 0.19 0.02*** 0.18 0.16 0.02**
Growth mindset 0.19 0.17 0.02*** 0.28 0.26 0.02+ 0.22 0.21 0.01
Self-efficacy 0.27 0.27 0+ 0.14 0.15 −0.01 0.19 0.2 −0.01
Social awareness 0.18 0.17 0.01*** 0.18 0.14 0.04*** 0.15 0.11 0.04***
N 127,134 24,294 24,294

Note. “Overall” columns report bivariate student-level correlations between each SE measure and the relevant outcome. “Within” columns report the same correlation after adjusting for
school fixed effects. “Diff” column reports the difference between the overall and within correlations. Standard errors (not reported) are clustered by school. All overall and within
correlations are statistically significant at p < 0.001. For differences, ***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05, +p < 0.10.
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comparing students attending the same schools. This analysis does not
rule out the possibility that reference bias may lead to misleading in-
ferences about specific schools. It does, however, provide preliminary
evidence that the form of reference bias that would be most problematic
for using SE data to evaluate school performance is not an important
phenomenon across the CORE Districts as a whole.

As a final validity check on students' ratings of their SE skills,
Table 5 reports student-level correlations between student self-reports
and teacher reports within the two districts that administered teacher
surveys during the field test. Teacher reports on the constructs of self-
management and social awareness are available for approximately
31,828 students, who we examine separately by grade span. For self-
management, student and teacher reports are modestly correlated,
ranging from 0.38 in middle school to 0.47 in high school (all statisti-
cally significant at p < 0.001). The parallel correlations for social
awareness, although also highly statistically significant, are weaker, at
0.21 in middle school and 0.26 in high school, consistent with the
notion that this construct is less externally observable. Table 5 also
shows that teachers' ratings of the same student's self-management
skills and social awareness are correlated at 0.82 or higher for all grade
levels, suggesting that many teachers may evaluate students holistically
rather than draw distinctions between different constructs.

While some CORE Districts continue to collect teacher reports of
students' SE competencies in addition to student self-ratings, teacher
ratings are not currently included in the SQII. In some districts, teacher
ratings of students' SE competencies were subject to the collective
bargaining process and therefore could not be implemented uni-
laterally; other districts viewed evaluating students' competencies as
part of educators' everyday responsibilities and preferred not to ask
them to complete a separate assessment.

5. Building capacity and supporting school practice change

While refining its approach to measuring SE skills, CORE instituted
a variety of mechanisms that draw on the data included in the SQII to
support districts in changing school practice and building educators'
capacity in the domain of social-emotional learning. These efforts in-
clude an online platform to share Index results with schools and various
professional learning opportunities and resources for educators. CORE
also designed a system of more intensive capacity building structures
for two groups of schools identified as needing improvement. Below we
describe these structures and supports, the early implementation of
which is documented in detail in Marsh et al. (2017).

5.1. Index reports

CORE has developed comprehensive Index Reports for each school
designed to be user-friendly for those without expertise in data analysis.
The report enables a user to view all of the SQII indicators, including
two-year trends and comparisons with other schools and districts. The
fall 2016 reports (based on data from the 2015–2016 school year) in-
clude measures of achievement growth in English language arts and
math based on statewide tests, as well as results from the SE and CC
surveys.

5.2. Survey reports

Several districts within CORE additionally receive more detailed
summaries of the survey-based SE and CC data from their survey ad-
ministration contractor, Panorama Education, while other districts self-
administer the surveys and create their own reports. Staff members in
all CORE Districts are able to disaggregate their data by item, compe-
tency, school, and subgroup. This enables each district to determine
which schools may need additional supports and identify opportunities
to eliminate gaps between subgroups.

5.3. Intensive school support and capacity building

CORE's SQIS was inspired by the work of Fullan (2011), whose re-
search emphasizes the importance of educators' intrinsic motivation to
help all students succeed. As such, the SQIS focuses on providing sup-
ports to build schools' capacity rather than attaching punitive con-
sequences to Index results. All schools and districts receive support
from CORE in the form of professional learning resources such as in-
terim assessment tools for English language arts and Math and peer
learning opportunities related to school districts' areas of interest.

5.4. Communities of practice

A set of “focus” schools identified based on low academic perfor-
mance by one or more student subgroups or large achievement gaps
were grouped into Communities of Practice. These groups typically
comprise between two and four schools within the same district and
serve as an opportunity for a community of educators to focus on a
common challenge using the Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) model of rapid-
cycle continuous improvement.

• Plan: Define the “problem of practice” or issue the group is at-
tempting to address. Learn about ways to address the problem of

Table 5
Student-level correlations between self- and teacher reports of student social-emotional skills.

Self-Mgt (student) Soc-Awr (student) Self-Mgt (teacher) Soc-Awr (teacher)

Elementary schools [N = 8028]
Self-Mgt (student) 1.00
Soc-Awr (student) 0.52 1.00
Self-Mgt (teacher) 0.41 0.23 1.00
Soc-Awr (teacher) 0.36 0.22 0.85 1.00

Middle schools [N = 11,290]
Self-Mgt (student) 1.00
Soc-Awr (student) 0.51 1.00
Self-Mgt (teacher) 0.38 0.23 1.00
Soc-Awr (teacher) 0.32 0.21 0.82 1.00

High schools [N = 12,510]
Self-Mgt (student) 1.00
Soc-Awr (student) 0.55 1.00
Self-Mgt (teacher) 0.47 0.28 1.00
Soc-Awr (teacher) 0.42 0.26 0.85 1.00

Note. Table reports Pearson correlation coefficients. For 9376 students who were rated by more than one teacher, teacher-reports are averaged across 2–4 teachers. Self-Mgt: self-
management; Soc-Awr: social awareness. All correlations are statistically significant at p < 0.0001.
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practice, determine which intervention or strategy to test, and de-
cide which data will be used to determine the efficacy of the in-
tervention

• Do: Implement the intervention or strategy

• Study: Collect and examine evidence about the efficacy of the in-
tervention or strategy.

• Act: Based on that evidence, decide on the next steps: e.g., repeat the
intervention, and explore a different intervention.

Each focus school develops a two-year action plan based on its own
needs assessment and student data analysis and engages in the PDSA
cycle three times per year. Participants in the Communities of Practice
document teaching approaches, interventions attempted, and trainings
provided for teachers and staff. They consider this information along-
side SQII results and other school data to analyze which actions sup-
ported school improvement and which did not. Key lessons are then
reported to each school's Site Council, which considers this information
in conjunction with the school's state-required school improvement
plan. While the Site Council is involved in the process, receiving up-
dates on the progress of each Community of Practice, the district is
responsible for determining whether the Community of Practice is
helping to improve the school's outcomes in specific areas of need.

CORE's role with respect to the Communities of Practice is to pro-
vide data, tools, and resources to inform the planning efforts and pro-
fessional development for facilitators. Although it is too early to de-
termine the effectiveness of the Communities of Practice model in
improving student outcomes, a CORE survey of community of practice
participants from the 2014–15 school year indicated that approxi-
mately 75% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the program
helped their school improve.

5.5. School pairings

Schools identified as “priority” schools due to low overall Index
performance or graduation rates are paired with higher-performing
“reward” schools that serve demographically similar students, which
share best practices and provide technical assistance. CORE intends for
these School Pairings to foster peer accountability and to be valuable to
both participating schools. Data from a 2014–2015 survey of roughly
50 school pairing participants again supports this notion: nearly 80% of
“reward” schools and 70% of “focus” or “priority” schools agreed or
strongly agreed that participating in the program helped their school to
improve.

Paired schools engage in peer learning by focusing on one or more
SQII metrics that align with the priority school's needs assessment. Low-
performing schools that are receiving funds through a federal School
Improvement Grant (SIG) continue their work to implement the school
improvement plan they outlined during the SIG process. Schools
without an existing school improvement plan develop an action plan
based on turnaround principles articulated in the CORE waiver appli-
cation, and their pair schools support plan development and im-
plementation through strategies such as school visits, joint PSDA cycles,
coaching, and professional learning communities.

CORE's role in supporting school pairings has been to identify
schools for intervention and support and to use Index data and input
from district leaders to match them with a partner school. While each
district leads its own improvement process, CORE provides adminis-
trative support and professional development through Pairing Institutes
focused on building relationships between schools, developing initial
plans for the pairings, and sharing continuous improvement strategies.
CORE has thus far paired schools based solely on achievement and
graduation data because the SE and CC data were not included in the
SQII prior to the 2015–16 school year. However, paired schools have
used SE and CC data from the field test to inform their improvement
efforts.

6. Areas for continued exploration

The CORE Districts' waiver expired in August 2016, having been
rendered moot by the enactment of the Every Student Succeeds Act. The
districts have continued to implement the SQIS on a voluntary basis,
however, and CORE has opened its data-sharing collaborative to other
districts and charter school networks in California. By participating in
the data-sharing collaborative, districts gain access to the full range of
indicators and benchmarks included in the SQII. Participating districts
will also participate in biannual convenings to discuss common chal-
lenges and share lessons. CORE has also begun to implement several
new initiatives related to the SQIS and the development of students' SE
competencies. These next steps, outlined below, may be instructive for
other states or districts that choose to build upon CORE's work.

6.1. Evaluating SEL practices and the SQIS

CORE's 1500 schools employ a wide range of interventions, in-
structional approaches, and curricula to build students' SE skills. For
example, individual CORE Districts have:

• Provided professional development for educators using growth-
mindset and self-management toolkits developed by TransformEd,
as well as a variety of other resources.

• Created a developmentally appropriate curricular scope and se-
quence for improving academic habits, motivation, well-being, and
school CC.

• Developed a rubric for identifying observable markers of effective
instructional practices to build SE skills.

• Mapped intersections between SE skills and the Common Core State
Standards to illustrate how academics and SEL can be integrated.

• Added teacher ratings of students' SE skills to student report cards to
ensure that students, teachers, and parents are having regular con-
versations about students' SE development.

CORE also has entered into a partnership with Policy Analysis for
California Education (PACE), a research center based at Stanford
University, the University of Southern California, and the University of
California—Davis that will support member districts in identifying
promising practices to support students' SE development. Using the SE
measures included in the SQII, PACE will identify a sample of schools
that demonstrate particularly strong SE outcomes for students. The
PACE team will then conduct site visits and interviews to develop hy-
potheses about the practices that may be driving these outcomes. This
information and CORE's peer-learning infrastructure will enable the
districts to more rigorously evaluate the effectiveness of these practices
and bring the most effective ones to scale, potentially offering a range
of options based on students' particular SE strengths and needs.
Through its partnership with PACE, CORE also aims to develop the
relationships, data systems, and infrastructure to support a broader
research agenda that includes evaluating the impact of key components
of CORE's accountability model, such as Communities of Practice and
School Pairings, and comparing the CORE model to other account-
ability frameworks in California.

6.2. Supporting cross-district learning around SEL

To foster more direct connections with teachers and district staff,
TransformEd and the CORE Districts are piloting a year-long Social-
Emotional Learning Fellowship for district staff members. SEL Fellows
remain full-time district employees while also playing a leadership role
in shaping SEL-related work across the CORE Districts. Each fellow
gathers input from educators in his or her district to refine CORE's SEL-
related survey administration, data reporting, and practice improve-
ment work. For example, Fellows identify needs in their own districts,
help plan and facilitate CORE-wide trainings related to SEL, and
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develop tools that can support their counterparts in other CORE
Districts.

To inform this work, TransformEd and CORE recently conducted
semi-structured interviews with district leaders, principals, and tea-
chers aimed at understanding how educators are interpreting and using
the SEL data included in the SQII and where they perceive the need for
more support. Although this work will be refined through further in-
terviews and focus groups, initial analyses suggest the following op-
portunities for cross-district learning:

6.2.1. Building collective ownership
Because research on SEL is complex, it can be challenging to com-

municate succinctly what SE skills are and why they matter. One dis-
trict administrator said, “District folks don't necessarily have a firm…
understanding of SEL, and it is hard for us to communicate…how
transformative [SEL] is for students.” Staff members from multiple
CORE Districts have identified a need to develop more coherent mes-
saging in order to articulate how SEL relates to other district priorities
and to establish a collective sense of ownership for it.

6.2.2. Integrating SEL and academics
District staff members with expertise in SEL believe that SE skills

must be fully integrated into academic content and instruction in order
to improve student outcomes. One interviewee, for example, suggested
that support for SEL “must be integrated with professional development
on instructional strategies in academic content.” While standalone SEL
programs can be helpful resources, they sometimes convey that SEL is
separate from schools' academic work. At the district level, the false
division of “academics” and “student supports” (which often exist as
separate departments) often creates a structural barrier to integrating
these two interrelated areas.

6.2.3. Connecting data to instruction
Interviewees felt that CORE had done a great job of sharing in-

formation about the SQII, “especially the 40% that's non-academic,” but
indicated that more training and support could help connect the data to
research and instructional strategies. For example, one principal said, “I
have been using SE data from the district in our staffmeetings to discuss
what interventions would be helpful for students and to plan tier 1 and
tier 2 interventions.” Annual assessments and school-level data will
likely be insufficient to improve practice, however. A supplemental,
formative approach to measurement could include assessing individual
students' SE skills regularly throughout the school year in a way that
reinforces students who demonstrate growth and provides more gran-
ular data for teachers to use in refining their practice.

7. Lessons for the field

CORE's experience to date incorporating SE measures into its system
of school accountability and continuous improvement suggests several
lessons that can inform other states' and districts' efforts to use in-
novative measures at scale as part of an expanded definition of student
success.

7.1. Articulate key principles and non-negotiables up front

For CORE, these principles were college- and career-ready ex-
pectations for all students; a focus on collective responsibility rather
than high-stakes accountability; the development of intrinsic motiva-
tion for change through differentiated recognition, accountability, and
support for schools; and focused capacity-building for effective in-
struction and leadership, especially in schools identified as needing
improvement. These principles were used to inform decisions about
implementation, guide the development of workarounds and solutions
as challenges arose, and clearly signal the system's priorities to stake-
holders.

7.2. Ensure district buy-in

The endorsement of the SQIS by the individual districts partici-
pating in CORE has been critical to its successful implementation.
District buy-in stemmed from the fact that district leaders co-designed
and opted into an approach to accountability and continuous im-
provement that reflected their beliefs and values. They also made joint
decisions about performance indicators and system implementation
through participation on CORE's governing board and repeatedly re-
affirmed their commitment to the approach by approving waiver
amendments for submission to U.S. Department of Education. District
staff had numerous opportunities to share feedback during the waiver
implementation and to collaborate with each other in ways that sup-
ported professional growth and commitment to the SQIS.

7.3. Plan to iterate

No system of accountability and continuous improvement is perfect
at the outset. When designing complex systems, it is important to be
clear that the model will be refined over time based on findings that
emerge from the data, feedback from stakeholders, and developments
in research. Throughout the process of iterating, the key principles of
the system must remain constant, providing educators and community
members a sense of coherence. This was evident in CORE's waiver
amendments: changes were requested to individual components of the
waiver (e.g., to the method of calculating different indicators), but
CORE's key principles remained consistent.

7.4. Roll out novel measurement approaches in stages

CORE tested and rolled out its new accountability system in several
phases over three years, making many changes along the way based on
both data and district feedback. This process increased buy-in by giving
the districts time to understand how each measure works and to par-
ticipate in field testing before new measures were incorporated into the
Index. Additionally, the phased rollout process allowed time for district
staff to build cross-district relationships, connect with others who were
wrestling with similar challenges, and develop new approaches for
acting on the data once the system was fully implemented.

7.5. Draw on support from external partners

In implementing the SQIS, CORE benefited from technical and fi-
nancial support from a large number of nonprofit organizations, re-
searchers, and funders. These partners helped with a range of tasks:
supporting the selection of SE and CC competencies, validating the SE
measures, analyzing the SQII data, developing data reports for schools,
and providing professional development to participating districts.
Ultimately, CORE was able to harness the skills and perspectives of
many partners to build a robust system that no single district could have
built alone (Knudson & Garibaldi, 2015).

8. Conclusion

There is widespread interest among education leaders and policy-
makers in the CORE Districts' School Quality Improvement System as an
example of how to think more expansively about the definition of
student success and the factors that support it, something ESSA enables
all states to do. At the same time, some observers are understandably
skeptical about the use of survey-based measures of social-emotional
skills for accountability purposes (Duckworth & Yeager, 2015). Con-
cerns regarding reference bias, incentives to “game” survey responses
once stakes are attached, and the ability to differentiate schools' per-
formance are well-founded. Continued research is needed to shed light
on the empirical relevance of these concerns in the context of real-
world school systems, including the districts participating in CORE.
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Several factors may mitigate concerns about the use of survey-based
SE measures within the context of CORE's accountability and con-
tinuous improvement system. First, CORE has so far assigned relatively
little weight to the SE measures, with students' survey responses ac-
counting for just 8 points of the 100-point School Quality Improvement
Index. Second, the sole consequence for schools that perform poorly on
the overall Index is to be paired with higher-performing schools that
provide mentorship and support, marking a stark contrast with ac-
countability systems that impose punitive sanctions on schools identi-
fied for improvement. Third, data from CORE's pilot and field test re-
veal positive correlations between the SE measures and students'
academic and behavioral outcomes and no evidence to suggest that
inter-school comparisons are undermined by reference bias. Although
these data were gathered before the SE measures were formally in-
cluded in the Index, these patterns suggest that the measures may be
useful in guiding improvement efforts.

As states and districts consider using similar measures for formative
or summative purposes, it is critical that they field test survey instru-
ments, collect feedback from stakeholders as they are implemented, and
stay abreast of the latest research in order to refine both measures and
administration protocols. To avoid unintended consequences, careful
attention should be paid to how much weight the measures are given in
evaluating school performance, how the data are reported and used,
and any stakes attached to results.

Ultimately, however, the use of student surveys of SE skills in sys-
tems of accountability and continuous improvement like CORE's pre-
sents an important learning opportunity for the field of social-emotional
learning. It creates a context in which to study the properties of SE
measures when implemented at scale and whether and how those
properties change with repeated administration and when results are
publicly reported. It creates infrastructure with which to better un-
derstand the development of students' SE skills over time and the ef-
fectiveness of school-based strategies to promote them. Perhaps most
importantly, it provides a setting in which to identify the supports
needed to ensure that educators respond to the provision of data on SE
skills in ways that help more students succeed in school and life.
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