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Measuring Social and Emotional Competencies: 
How to select a tool for assessing student social and emotional competencies
excerpted and adapted from Choosing and Using SEL Competency Assessments: What Schools and Districts Need to Know

How do you know if your SEL efforts are making a positive impact on students? 
Answering this question requires measurement of your implementation efforts and of the outcomes you are working toward in those SEL efforts. Most commonly, the outcomes we hope to achieve through SEL include student growth in social and emotional competencies. This tool walks through considerations and best practices for selecting and using measurement tools for assessing social and emotional competencies. 

First, determine if what you need is a social and emotional competency assessment. 

What is a social and emotional competency assessment?
Social and emotional competency assessments are designed to help educators understand the impact of their SEL efforts on student growth and development. How are students, across the board, growing in their social and emotional competence, and what adjustments need to be made to universal, Tier 1 SEL efforts?

	Is a social and emotional competency assessment what you need? 
The answer may be no, if …
· You are aiming to identify students with behavioral or emotional problems. Some tools are designed for diagnostic purposes, but social and emotional competency assessments are not designed for this. If you are looking to identify students in need of additional support based on emotional or behavioral problems, seek out a mental or behavioral health screener or other diagnostic tool developed specifically for that purpose (see page 5).
· You are aiming to include SEL as part of a formal evaluation of schools or teachers. CASEL does not recommend using social and emotional competency assessments for ratings or accountability, such as a state accountability system, school scorecards, or teacher evaluation. Most social and emotional competency assessments were not developed for the purpose of comparing schools, and little research exists to determine whether currently available assessments have the precision necessary to make such comparisons.[footnoteRef:1] A strengths-based social and emotional competency measure should be used for formative purposes, to inform adjustments to SEL instruction and improve effectiveness. [1:  Melnick et al., 2017; Duckworth & Yeager, 2015] 







Second, narrow your assessment search: 

There are many high-quality social and emotional competency assessment tools available. We recommend reviewing EdTrust’s resource Social, Emotional, and Academic Development (SEAD) Assessments: A Framework for State and District Leaders[footnoteRef:2] as you begin your search. This guide offers considerations and steps to determine whether an assessment fits your local context and purpose and profiles 11 commonly used SEAD assessments, most of which are open source.   [2:  Steed et al., 2024] 


If you are reviewing assessments that are not profiled in EdTrust’s guide, here are a few key questions to research to make a strong choice:

1. Is it valid and reliable?
As you consider publicly available tools, questionnaires, or measurement products, probe into whether it has been tested for validity and reliability. Valid and reliable assessments have been rigorously studied and found to produce consistent and accurate results—i.e., it measures what it claims to measure, and it measures with consistency.

· For example, the survey Washoe County School District uses was created in partnership with the American Institutes for Research and was tested and adjusted over time to ensure that students understood all items as intended and found the questions simple to answer.

2. Is it strengths-based?
A strengths-based approach to social and emotional competency assessment focuses on students’ strengths and assets to promote positive development and prevent problems from emerging. SEL emphasizes promoting the development of all students’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes (i.e., competencies). A strength-based approach assumes that competencies equip students with the positive relationships and effective coping mechanisms that support healthy development and success. They also protect against problems emerging from stress and adversity and can help students thrive in their future pursuits. 

CASEL strongly recommends that educators not take a diagnostic approach that uses assessments of students’ SEL competencies to screen for deficits (e.g., behavioral or emotional problems). Social and emotional competency assessments are not the appropriate tool for this critical function. For practitioners looking to identify students in need of additional support based on emotional or behavioral problems, we recommend using mental health screeners developed specifically for this purpose.

3. How has it been designed to minimize bias in results?
When assessing students’ social and emotional competencies, it is important to ensure that issues of equity have been identified and attended to in the development, validation, and use of measures. The tool should be norm-referenced with a representative sample that is inclusive of the demographics of the students you are assessing. If an assessment consists of items or tasks that are heavily influenced by values of a dominant culture but may not be shared by other cultures, the results of the assessment may fail to capture strengths and perspectives of students from all cultures. It is also important for schools and districts to guard against the presence of unconscious bias (a.k.a. implicit bias) in assessment, especially when using teacher or adult rating of students. Research indicates that unconsciously held differences in expectations of students of differing races can lead to inaccuracies in teachers’ evaluation of students’ abilities or performance, as well as unintended differences in how instruction is delivered. 

4. What do you hope to learn about the impact of your SEL efforts? 
The variety of social and emotional competency measurement tools available focus on many different skills and mindsets and connect to different SEL frameworks. Look first to your SEL vision, goals, and action plan—which skills, experiences, or attitudes are you most focused on? Since you’ll use data from the assessment to measure progress toward your goals, you will be able to narrow down your assessment options significantly by starting with a few clear goals and research questions. Will the data it generates answer your questions and help you learn from the experience of implementation?

5. Is it developmentally appropriate for the student group you want to learn about?
As with all learning processes, SEL is inherently developmental. Students’ social and emotional competencies develop over time, and the measures and methods used for assessing those competencies should reflect this.[footnoteRef:3] Children’s developmental levels have important implications for assessing their social and emotional competencies, informing both the mode of assessment (e.g., self-report, peer-rating, teacher/adult-rating) and the competencies that may be most important to assess. For example, the age and developmental level of a child can influence the precision and reliability of a self-report measure of SEL competence. Younger children have less ability to accurately self-evaluate than their older counterparts. Thus, many measures of early elementary-aged (e.g., PreK-3rd grade) children rely on ratings or observations conducted by adults (e.g., teacher, counselor, and/or parent). [3:  Nagaoka et al., 2015] 



Third, plan for proper use of the data that will be collected through this assessment effort. 

Once we collect data through an assessment tool, we have the opportunity and responsibility to make it actionable by unpacking, questioning, analyzing, and interpreting the data. But first, key decisions need to be made about how the data will be presented and shared and who will have access to what level of data:

1) What will the data reports compiled from this assessment look like? What will we be able to glean from the data collected?

2) Who will have access to data from this assessment?

3) How will we guide our data reflection conversations to reflect a strengths-based, learning orientation?

For social and emotional competency assessments: Educators have access to aggregated data (classroom, grade, school, district level) to observe trends in student needs, across the board, that inform SEL efforts at Tier 1. You can explore CASEL’s recommended tools, process, and examples for reflecting on SEL data on the District Resource Center.

For mental health screeners and other behavioral assessment tools: Certified/licensed mental health professionals have access to individual-level data to identify students at risk of developing mental and behavioral challenges and identify targeted interventions.




[bookmark: bookmark=id.bt2cdhs78mal]More on the distinction between social and emotional competency assessments and mental health screeners:


	Social and Emotional Competency Assessments	Mental Health Screeners
What is the function of these assessments?	Generate an aggregate understanding of the impact of SEL to continuously improve classroom, schoolwide, districtwide, and equity-driven SEL efforts. These tools do not have an individual use.	Generate new and useful information to better serve students in interventions that prevent or mitigate mental health challenges and promote resilience.
Who has access to the data collected?	Educators have access to aggregated data (classroom, grade, school, district level) to observe trends in student needs, across the board, that inform social and emotional learning efforts at Tier 1.		Certified/licensed mental health professionals have access to individual-level data to identify students at risk of developing mental and behavioral challenges and identify targeted interventions.
What do these assessments measure or identify?	How SEL implementation is impacting instruction (formative assessment)	The effectiveness of districtwide, schoolwide, and classroom-based SEL efforts (summative assessment)	Disparities in student needs’ being met or not met by schools/districts	The impact of adult professional learning, adult well-being efforts, and changes to environment	Access to mental health supports	Students at risk for future negative outcomes or students who may need monitoring or intervention 	Personal strengths and wellness as well as risk factors
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