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A Letter from the Strive Task Force on Measuring Social and Emotional Learning

Mainstream education has traditionally put an emphasis on mastery of core academic content,
particularly since the inception of “No Child Left Behind.” However, emerging research is
demonstrating that other, non-content competencies are important to success in school and career.
The Strive Network is focused on supporting this full range of competencies in our communities.

Recognizing a connection between building social emotional competencies and academic success, and
hearing much interest in the subject within the Network, the Strive Cradle to Career Network
launched, early this year, the Task Force on Measuring Social and Emotional Learning comprised of
representatives from the Network as well as experts in the field. Our charge was to:

e Determine a menu of social and emotional competencies that are well related to achievement,
are malleable, and that cradle-to-career partnerships can track and measure as part of their
work

e Identify a set of scalable measures / assessments of these competencies

To accomplish these goals, Philliber Research Associates was engaged to study this complex and
emerging field, and identify competencies and measures that met criteria decided upon by the Task
Force, which placed an emphasis on improvement of student achievement.

The Task Force on Measuring Social and Emotional Learning is very pleased to offer this report entitled
Beyond Content: Incorporating Social and Emotional Learning into the Strive Framework which
fulfills the objectives identified above. This report has been developed to serve as a resource to the
Network, helping guide its membership of cross-sector education partnerships as they identify
competencies upon which to focus and to measure.

The Task Force’s approach to this research has taken into account the unique context of the Cradle to
Career Network, specifically the nature of a cross-sector and data-driven method of improvement in
which communities come together around an agreed-upon set of outcomes and data they want to
improve. (see www.strivenetwork.org for more information on the Strive approach to improving
student achievement.) Thus, throughout the research review, the emphasis was placed on
identification of competencies and measurement of these competencies versus identifying best
practice interventions. There is certainly value in understanding what is working in terms of building
these social and emotional competencies, which lead to improved academics, but as cradle-to-career
communities know, often the solutions exist in their own backyards. So, a critical first step is



understanding what to measure and what the data are telling them before identifying solutions. Still,
we have taken care to include competencies that are, in fact, malleable so that communities can find
strategies to enhance these among their young people, should they choose to do so.

Organized into three volumes — Volume | identifying and defining competencies that are clearly related
to academic achievement and are malleable, Volume Il summarizing available measures in the context
of the cradle-to-career continuum, and Volume Il offering a compendium of assessment tools — this
report serves as a foundational resource for cradle-to-career partnerships as they explore this
emerging field. We hope that this report will also serve as a resource to the broader field, and that
national organizations and foundations with an interest in “beyond content” learning will build upon
this base as they seek to make advancements in academic achievement. We look forward to
partnering in that endeavor as we know this is only the beginning of this important work.

The Task Force extends heartfelt thanks to Philliber Research Associates for their excellent work

and, more importantly, their flexibility as we found our path on this part of our Roadmap. The Task
Force also wishes to thank our working group who did the heavy lifting on reviewing materials and
providing feedback — your dedication is much appreciated and has been invaluable to this report. And
finally, thank you to the MetLife Foundation and Robert Wood Johnson Foundation for their generous
support, without which this project would not be possible.

The Strive Task Force on Measuring Social and Emotional Learning
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Social-Emotional Learning: An Introduction

This is Volume | of the three volumes created to assist Strive communities in understanding,
choosing, and measuring social-emotional competencies along the cradle to career continuum.
These volumes are entitled:

Beyond Content: Incorporating Social and Emotional Learning into the Strive Framework

Volume I: Social and Emotional Competencies and their Relationship to Academic
Achievement

Volume Il: A Summary of Measures by Competency and Stage of the Cradle to Career
Continuum

Volume lll: A Compendium of Social and Emotional Competency Measures

In the past two decades, a substantial literature has accumulated to show that there are other
factors that affect academic achievement besides content learning and memorization of subject
material. Alternatively called socio-emotional competencies, socio-emotional learning (SEL),
noncognitive factors, or 21 Century skills, this cluster of attitudes, abilities, and skills has now
been shown to be directly and in the case of some of them, strongly related to student
academic achievement.

In Strive communities, where there is an intense focus on student progress, there is high
interest in using the most effective strategies to achieve this important goal. These volumes are
the result of an extensive literature review linking social emotional comptencies with a solid
research base that shows them to be related to academic achievement and demonstrates that
they are malleable.

This volume includes:

1. Definitions and conceptual background information on five key competencies
meeting these criteria.

2. Adiscussion of the research on these competencies and their relationship to various
indicators of academic achievement.

3. Lists of studies linking these competencies to the Strive benchmark indicators of
achievement across the cradle to career continuum.

4. An extensive bibliography on these competencies and the research that supports
their value in academic achievement so that communities can learn more about
incorporating them into their strategies for assisting students.

StrlveTogethe_
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The Appendix to this volume also includes some information on two other competencies that
may be of interest: critical thinking and creativity. These were not included in the main body of
Volume | because of their more tenuous relationship to academic achievement.

This work has revealed several important things about our knowledge of SEL. First, while it is
now quite clear that these competencies are important to student success, the definitions and
categorization of these competencies lack clarity. Writers and researchers use the same words
for competencies with somewhat different definitions and the same definitions are used for
different concepts. This, in turn, leads to a vast number of measurement approaches. While
we would not expect completely consistent usage, definitions, or measures for SEL, this field of
study would profit by more consistency so that we could begin to accumulate more secure
knowledge about the utility of each.

Secondly, not all of the competencies included here are non-cognitive and indeed, a recent
piece by Conley (2013), argues that this label should be abandoned since all of these
competencies include at least some cognitive processes. Rotherham and Willingham (2010)
have argued that the label “21° Century Skills” is also inappropriate because these
competencies are hardly new and have long been required for academic achievement to be
maximized.

It is also clear that the competencies are not equally well-related to achievement, as we discuss
in our reviews of each of the five we have chosen, and we are only beginning to understand
how they are related to one another. For example, if a student possesses a high degree of
academic self-efficacy, or belief in his/her ability to succeed in school tasks, that student is also
likely to display high perseverance or grit on such tasks, since he/she expects to succeed.

Finally, while all of the competencies chosen here are indeed malleable across the cradle to
career continuum, they are not all equally malleable and some require more intensive and
earlier intervention than others. We yet have much to learn about how to maximize their
acquisition.

Still, this review is being shared because SEL is clearly an additional strategy for Strive
communities to use in enhancing student achievement. We are hopeful that the Compendium
provides Strive communities with a resource for understanding, enhancing, and measuring their
success in increasing achievement-related competencies among their young people.

Philliber Research Associates




2. Growth Mindset or Mastery Orientation

Definition and Background

Academic mindset, growth mindset or mastery orientation (again, many names for similar
concepts) have been defined most generally as “...student attitudes, beliefs, and dispositions
about school and learning that are associated with positive academic outcomes and school
success.” (Snipes, Fancsali and Stoker, 2012, p. 6). These authors offer a definition of academic
mindset that is broad and includes a variety of concepts sometimes listed as correlated to
acquiring a growth mindset rather than as part of this concept:

e Passion and purpose
Having a passion or purpose to learn, enjoyment of learning

e Gritand growth
Belief that intelligence grows by taking on challenges, recognition of power to shape
own future, determination to persist in the face of difficulty and confidence in ability
to learn

e Identity and community
Valuing the power of the mind, willingness to speak up to get what is needed to
learn, pride in contribution to a learning community

Others offer a more limited definition, seeing the core concept to be the belief that intelligence
and thus performance, can be developed (like a muscle), rather than being a fixed entity
(Blackwell, Trzesniewski and Dweck, 2007). Chien et al. (2012) contrast a mastery orientation
with a performance orientation:

“Children with a mastery orientation have learning goals—they are concerned with increasing
their competence and abilities while mastering new tasks over time. Conversely, children with a
performance orientation have performance goals—they are concerned with seeking positive
judgments of their competence.” (p. 3)

While children with a mastery orientation seek out challenging tasks, those concerned only
with performance seek to avoid failure by avoiding risk and challenge.

As part of its development of a “deeper learning” framework, the William and Flora Hewlett
Foundation recently added “academic mindset” to its previous five components of this
framework (master core academic content through critical thinking and complex problem
solving, working collaboratively, communicating effectively, and learning how to learn
(Farrington, 2013). They added this concept so that their framework would have a motivational
component, in addition to the specific competencies and learning strategies they had already

StrlveTogethe_
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embraced. The particular beliefs they cite as included in academic mindsets are, from the point
of view of the learner:

¢ | belong in this academic community;

e | can succeed at this;

e My ability and competence grow with my effort, and
e This work has value for me.

Farrington writes that holding these attitudes facilitates engaging in the other learning
strategies that are part of the Hewlett framework, encourages engagement, and supports

persistence.

Relationship to Academic Achievement

There are now a multitude of studies documenting the relationship of academic or mastery
mindset to positive academic achievement. For example, as in many other articles, Blackwell,
Trzesniewski and Dweck (2007) have demonstrated that embracing the view that intelligence is
malleable was related to an upward trajectory in grades in junior high school, a time when
grades normally decline. Meece and Holt (1993) found higher science grades were associated
with a mastery orientation and Stipek and Gralinksi (1996) found higher grades and higher test
scores at the end of the school year among children with such an orientation compared to
children who believe intelligence is fixed. Yeager and Dweck (2012) built on the research
showing academic performance as a correlate of an academic or mastery mindset to find that
such views could also lower adolescents’ aggression and stress—in turn resulting in higher
academic performance.

Similar findings appear in Dweck (2008) working both with junior high school math students
and with college pre-med classes. Flores, Lemons and McTernan (2011) showed that students
with a growth mindset performed better on a physics exam than students with a fixed mindset.
We have provided here only a small sample of the extensive research that exists. That research
is remarkably in agreement that a growth or mastery orientation to learning leads to better
academic performance.

Malleability

Many of the studies on growth mindset have deliberately manipulated subjects’ beliefs about
intelligence and whether it can be changed (e.g., Good, Aronson and Inzlicht, 2003; Wilson and
Linville, 1985). Snipes, Fancsali and Stoker (2012) recently reviewed the strategies used by
these studies and cited several important practices shown to be effective. These are:

StrlveTogethe_
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e “Instruction that teaches students that intelligence grows with effort

e Shifting students’ explanations for academic and social challenges from stable internal
causes to temporary external causes

e Affirmation and visualization exercises

e Exercises that help students relate coursework to their lives

e Progress monitoring and support interventions

e Support to improve students’ learning strategies

e Programs that integrate content-specific instruction with mindset development” (p. 10).

This same review cites numerous specific programs and curricula that use these strategies with

success.

Delale-O’Connor et al., (2012) described three general strategies for developing a mastery

orientation:

e “Providing tasks that are meaningful to children, given their interests and environments.

e Presenting children with realistic but challenging tasks and placing the emphasis on
mastery of the skill, rather than performance.

e Focusing on the value of learning (and what can be gained), in both adult-child
interactions and in formal and informal evaluations.” (p. 5)

Overall, we conclude that this is a well-researched competency, again with varying definitions,
that is related to academic performance across a variety of indicators and it is malleable.

Pf}:.rfr:'lber anmﬁ Associates
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