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Preface

The reauthorization of the U.S. Elementary and Secondary Education
Act, referred to as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), emphasizes
evidence-based interventions while giving states and districts new flex-
ibility on the use of federal funds, including funds that could be used
to support social and emotional learning (SEL).

The RAND Corporation reviewed recent evidence on U.S.-based
SEL interventions for K-12 students to better inform the use of SEL
interventions under ESSA. This report discusses the opportunities for
supporting SEL under ESSA, the standards of evidence under ESSA,
and SEL interventions that should be eligible for federal funds through
ESSA. Federal, state, and district education policymakers can use this
report to identify relevant, evidence-based SEL interventions that meet
their local needs.

This research was conducted in RAND Education (a division of
the RAND Corporation) and commissioned by The Wallace Founda-
tion. The Wallace Foundation is committed to supporting programs
and practices that help children and young people develop the social
and emotional skills they need for success, and to commissioning
research that contributes credible, useful evidence to the field.
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Summary

Among educators and researchers, there is growing acknowledgement
that student success depends not only on achievement in core aca-
demic subjects but also on learning a broader range of intrapersonal
and interpersonal competencies. Efforts to develop these competen-
cies are often described using the phrase social and emotional learning
(SEL). Although the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) leg-
islation does not explicitly mention SEL, educators and policymakers
can leverage funding offered under ESSA to support evidence-based
programming that is related to SEL and that meets the legislation’s
requirements (Public Law 114-95, 2015).

To help decisionmakers understand how ESSA addresses SEL
and to provide guidance regarding SEL interventions that will satisfy
the ESSA evidence requirements, we examined recent peer-reviewed
research evaluating the effects of SEL interventions in U.S.-based,

K-12 public schools.

ESSA Supports for SEL

ESSA contains both direct and indirect opportunities to support SEL.
To take advantage of these opportunities, educators need to under-
stand how to leverage the law’s funding streams. Title IV (21st Cen-
tury Schools), which authorizes spending between 2017 and 2020 for
programs aimed at improving educational opportunities, provides the
most directly relevant funding stream for SEL. In addition, Titles I
(Improving the Academic Achievement of the Disadvantaged) and
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IT (Preparing, Training, and Recruiting High-Quality Teachers, Prin-
cipals, or Other School Leaders) provide opportunities to support SEL.
Other sources of funds that focus on specific subpopulations might
also be appropriate for SEL interventions. For example, states can pri-
oritize SEL in their ESSA plans by including SEL measures in their
accountability outcomes. However, the future of the policies around
ESSA, funding allocations discussed below, and the resulting imple-
mentation of the law are subject to change. Consequently, state and
local education agencies should continue to monitor communications
from the U.S. Department of Education for up-to-date information
regarding ESSA.

Defining Evidence Under ESSA

ESSA requires the use of evidence-based interventions for a number of
funding streams. The legislation defines three levels, or ziers, of evidence
from empirical research: strong (Tier I), moderate (Tier II), and promis-
ing (Tier I1I) evidence. ESSA also includes an additional level (Tier IV)
that does not require existing empirical evidence but instead requires
(1) that the intervention is supported by a strong rationale for believ-
ing the intervention is likely to improve the targeted outcomes and (2)
that an evaluation of the intervention is under way. Because of vague-
ness in the legislation, the U.S. Department of Education developed
nonregulatory guidance that recommends additional, more-detailed
criteria for identifying evidence at each of the four tiers. However, the
nonregulatory guidance is just that—suggested but not required—and
it is not mentioned in the legislation itself. Further, some ambiguity
about ESSA evidence requirements still remains, enabling different
interpretations and implementations of the evidence-based definitions
provided in ESSA. Because our report aims to identify interventions
that meet ESSA evidence tiers as they stand now, we do not apply cri-
teria that are more detailed and stringent than those consistent with a
reading of the ESSA statute and nonregulatory guidance. That said, we
support future efforts to further clarify ESSA evidence requirements
and explore more-stringent criteria for the highest tiers.
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SEL Interventions with Tier I-lll Evidence

We identified 60 SEL interventions that meet the first three tiers of
evidence under ESSA (Tiers I-III) from evaluations that took place in
U.S.-based, K-12 public schools. Across the entire body of evidence,
educators have options of SEL interventions that have positive results
on intrapersonal and interpersonal competencies, academic attainment
and achievement, disciplinary outcomes, civic attitudes and behaviors,
and school climate and safety. The majority of interventions have been
validated at the elementary school level and in urban communities,
although numerous interventions have positive results at other school
levels and in other communities. A significant number of interven-
tions have been validated with samples of students who come from
low-income families or from racial or ethnic minority groups. Fur-
thermore, many evaluations reported professional development of and
implementation support for intervention providers, and several inter-
ventions have a dedicated website.

Guidance for Tier IV Interventions

While this review focuses on SEL interventions with Tier I-III evi-
dence, Tier IV offers educators the flexibility to implement interven-
tions that lack empirical research yet meet local needs. The require-
ment to evaluate Tier IV interventions is an important tool to continue
to build the evidence base for SEL interventions and thereby expand
the range of interventions available to future educators. Numerous
free, online resources discussing the development of logic models
and the design of evaluations are available for educators interested in
implementing Tier IV interventions (see Chapter Six for examples). To
promote greater chances for success, local education agencies should
consider partnering together in their efforts to experiment with new
interventions and rigorously evaluate their results.
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Looking Ahead

Key Findings

ESSA supports SEL through several different funding streams.

We identified 60 SEL interventions that meet ESSA evidence
requirements.

Educators in elementary schools and urban communities
have the most options for SEL interventions that meet ESSA
evidence requirements.

Interpersonal competencies are the most common out-
comes with positive results in studies of evidence-based
interventions.

Recommendations

Use this review to find SEL interventions meeting ESSA evi-
dence Tiers I-Ill.

Take advantage of Tier IV flexibility for interventions with
no empirical research.

Address local conditions to facilitate effective intervention
implementation.

Look beyond explicit interventions when designing
approaches to promote SEL.

Provide professional development and other supports to
build educators’ capacity to gather and use evidence.

Continue to improve SEL measurement.

Provide feedback on remaining ambiguities of evidence tier
requirements.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) legislation (Public Law No.
114-95, 2015), which reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act, emphasizes the need for schools to adopt activities,
strategies, and interventions (collectively referred to as interventions)
that are supported by research evidence when using federal funds. The
law’s emphasis on evidence reflects broader trends in federal and state
policymaking to gather and use high-quality research to inform deci-
sionmaking. The growing availability of resources, such as the What
Works Clearinghouse (WWC), supports the efforts of educators and
policymakers to consider whether an intervention in question is likely
to produce the outcomes they desire (Institute of Education Sciences
[IES], undated ¢). Given the wide range of interventions that are avail-
able to schools, and the massive amount of unfiltered information
educators receive about interventions from vendors and other sources,
consolidated resources that facilitate evidence-informed decisions are
especially valuable.

A growing body of research suggests that, to be successful, stu-
dents not only need to master core academic subjects, such as math-
ematics and reading, but also need to demonstrate competency in a
wide variety of cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains. Although
much of the policy discussions surrounding ESSA and school improve-
ment have focused on academic skills, the legislation addresses a broad
range of school-improvement efforts and student outcomes. One par-
ticular set of outcomes that has been of increasing interest to educa-
tion stakeholders in recent years is the broader range of intrapersonal
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and interpersonal competencies that help students succeed both in and
out of school. These competencies are sometimes described as “social
and emotional” competencies or skills, and the development of these
competencies is often described using the phrase social and emotional
learning (SEL). The ESSA legislation does not include “social and emo-
tional” but does include several provisions that are relevant to SEL,
as we discuss later in this report. When policymakers and educators
are thinking about evidence-based programming that will meet the
requirements of ESSA, they might want to consider interventions that
are designed to promote social and emotional competencies as part of
their overall improvement strategy.

The primary goals of this report are to help decisionmakers under-
stand (1) how ESSA addresses schools’ efforts to promote students’
social and emotional competencies and (2) which SEL interventions
meet ESSA evidence requirements. Our review focuses on interven-
tions that have an explicit primary aim of improving students’ social
and emotional competencies and are delivered to universal populations
of students in school settings (see discussion of the various approaches
to SEL later). The primary audiences for this report include policymak-
ers and practitioners who are responsible for setting policies or selecting
programming for schools. The report may also be of interest to out-
of-school-time providers; several of the interventions that we review
involve an out-of-school-time component. Although other reviews of
SEL interventions have been published, this report uniquely reviews
SEL interventions in the context of ESSA evidence tiers and the oppor-
tunities to use federal funds to support SEL. This report is the latest
in a series of evidence reviews commissioned by The Wallace Foun-
dation that provide guidance on evidence-based interventions under
ESSA across various priority topics in education (Herman et al., 2017;
Ludwig, Boyle, and Lindsay, 2017). This series complements other
efforts to help educators understand and apply ESSA evidence require-
ments, including the “Evidence for ESSA” website developed by the
Center for Research and Reform in Education at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity (Center for Research and Reform in Education, 2017).
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What Is Social and Emotional Learning?

In this report, we use SEL to describe efforts promoting a variety of
competencies that research has shown to be important for student suc-
cess in school and in life. These competencies are sometimes described
using other labels, such as character or noncognitive skills; Lash and
Belfiore (2017) provide a summary of various approaches to categoriz-
ing these competencies. Market research funded by The Wallace Foun-
dation suggests that the phrase social and emotional learning is more
likely than other phrases to be familiar to, and accepted by, practitio-
ners, policymakers, and family members than other ways of describing
these competencies (Loeb, Tipton, and Wagner, 2016).

A National Research Council (NRC) report summarized research
on competencies that contribute to successful experiences in school,
the workplace, and life more broadly, categorizing the competencies

into three broad areas (NRC, 2012, p. 4):

* Cognitive competencies include mastery of academic content in
such subjects as mathematics, science, language arts, foreign lan-
guages, history, and geography and of skills related to critical
thinking, creativity, and argumentation.

e Intrapersonal competencies include attitudes and behaviors, such as
conscientiousness, initiative, flexibility, emotional regulation, and
grit, which can influence how students apply themselves in school
and in other settings.

o [Interpersonal competencies include the skills needed to relate to
other people, such as communication, collaboration, conflict res-
olution, and leadership.

It is important to note that including a category labeled cognitive
could be misinterpreted as suggesting that the skills in the other cate-
gories do not draw on sophisticated mental activity, and many scholars
have argued that this distinction should be avoided (see, e.g., Conley,
2013).

In this report, we focus on intrapersonal and interpersonal compe-
tencies, which capture the competencies that are most often described
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as part of SEL. Several other frameworks and approaches to catego-
rizing these competencies have been published, and many of them
are widely used by schools, after-school programs, and other entities.
For example, the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning (CASEL) has developed a commonly used framework that
includes five dimensions (see box).

CASEL: self-awareness and self-management dimensions include
competencies that would be categorized as “intrapersonal” in the
NRC framework, while the CASEL social awareness and relationship

CASEL Core Competencies

Self-awareness: “The ability to accurately recognize one’s own
emotions, thoughts, and values and how they influence behav-
ior. The ability to accurately assess one’s strengths and limita-
tions, with a well-grounded sense of confidence, optimism, and
a ‘growth mind-set.””

Self-management: “The ability to successfully regulate one’s
emotions, thoughts, and behaviors in different situations—
effectively managing stress, controlling impulses, and motivat-
ing oneself. The ability to set and work toward personal and
academic goals.”

Social awareness: “The ability to take the perspective of and
empathize with others, including those from diverse back-
grounds and cultures. The ability to understand social and ethi-
cal norms for behavior and to recognize family, school, and com-
munity resources and supports.”

Relationship skills: “The ability to establish and maintain healthy
and rewarding relationships with diverse individuals and groups.
The ability to communicate clearly, listen well, cooperate with
others, resist inappropriate social pressure, negotiate conflict
constructively, and seek and offer help when needed.”

Responsible decisionmaking: “The ability to make constructive
choices about personal behavior and social interactions based
on ethical standards, safety concerns, and social norms. The real-
istic evaluation of consequences of various actions, and a consid-
eration of the well-being of oneself and others.” (CASEL, 2016)
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skills dimensions fall into the NRC “interpersonal” category. CASELs
responsible decisionmaking dimension has aspects of both intraper-
sonal and interpersonal competencies. Additional ways of organizing
and labeling social and emotional competencies include those devel-
oped by the University of Chicago Consortium on School Research
(Farrington et al., 2012; Nagaoka et al., 2015), Stephanie Jones and
colleagues (Jones and Bouffard, 2012; Jones, Brush, et al., 2017), the
Forum for Youth Investment (Smith, McGovern, et al., 2016), and
Transforming Education (2016). Despite the diversity of terms used
to describe social and emotional competencies and the variety of
approaches to categorizing them, the intrapersonal and interpersonal
domains provide a substantively meaningful and intuitive way to cat-
egorize the social and emotional competencies that are addressed in
research on SEL interventions. Therefore, we focus on that distinction
throughout this report.

Efforts to address students’ social and emotional competencies in
schools can take several forms (Kendziora and Yoder, 2016). For exam-
ple, a recent brief by CASEL (Dusenbury et al., 2015) describes four
broad approaches to promoting SEL.:

* explicit, freestanding SEL instruction that aims to develop spe-
cific competencies

* general teaching practices that support classroom environments
characterized by shared expectations, positive relationships, and
other features that promote SEL (e.g., use of group work to facili-
tate collaboration)

* integration of SEL instruction into the academic curriculum
(e.g., engaging students in complex mathematics problem-solving
activities to help promote persistence in addition to mathematics
learning)

e efforts to create a schoolwide climate and conditions that foster
SEL, including new disciplinary approaches and a common
vision.

To keep the scope of our review manageable, the primary focus
of our report is on the first of these approaches, although many inter-
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ventions included in our review also involved one or more of the other
approaches. Although explicit instruction is only one approach to pro-
moting social and emotional competencies, focusing on explicit SEL
instruction is potentially valuable because research suggests that many
students enter school without having developed these competencies
and could benefit from direct instruction to help develop them (Jones
and Bouffard, 2012). Nevertheless, we encourage educators reading
this report to consider all these approaches as they develop and imple-
ment strategies to improve SEL in their schools.

Why Should Schools Emphasize Social and Emotional
Learning?

Schools throughout the United States are under tremendous pressure to
produce high scores on academic achievement tests while also address-
ing a variety of other student needs and challenges. Given the many
demands on teachers, principals, and other school staff, educators may
also find an additional expectation to improve students’ social and
emotional competencies daunting. However, there are at least three
reasons schools and educators should view SEL as a priority.

First, research suggests that an emphasis on SEL can enhance,
rather than detract from, schools’ core missions of promoting academic
achievement and attainment (Osher et al., 2016). For example, a review
of SEL interventions indicated that students who participated in these
programs outperformed other students in several areas, including aca-
demic achievement (Durlak et al., 2011). A recent follow-up to this
review found that these benefits persisted 6 to 18 months postinterven-
tion (Taylor et al., 2017).

Second, evidence suggests that explicit SEL interventions are
effective in helping students develop social and emotional competen-
cies and improve other aspects of students’ lives above and beyond the
effects of academic achievement. SEL interventions can improve stu-
dents’ attitudes toward themselves and others, social behaviors, and
behavioral problems (Durlak et al., 2011; Jones, Brush, et al., 2017;
Yeager, 2017). In addition, a substantial and growing body of research
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demonstrates the powerful relationships between social and emotional
competencies and success in various contexts, including outcomes later
in life, such as earnings and criminal activity. For overviews of this
research, see NRC (2012) and National Academies of Sciences, Engi-
neering, and Medicine (2016).

Finally, in recent years, most states have revised their academic
standards or adopted new ones, including the Common Core State
Standards and the Next Generation Science Standards.! These stan-
dards have broadened the range of competencies that students are
expected to demonstrate—for example, by increasing the emphasis on
communication, collaboration, and persistence. Several states have also
adopted separate SEL standards (as of February 2017, 11 states had
SEL standards for at least some grade levels in their K-12 systems),
reinforcing the message to schools about the importance of promoting
these competencies (CASEL, 2017). A related trend has occurred over
the past several years in the area of assessment, where practitioners and
researchers have been engaged in a research and development effort
to create measures of social and emotional competencies (National
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016; Soland,
Hamilton, and Stecher, 2013; Stecher and Hamilton, 2014). This grow-
ing emphasis on competencies beyond those associated with traditional
academics is partly a response to calls by employers and institutions of
higher education for raising student competencies and performance in
domains related to SEL.

Taken together, these recent developments in policy and research
suggest that students are likely to benefit when schools offer high-
quality SEL interventions. Additional in-depth sources of informa-
tion on evidence-based SEL interventions include the CASEL guides
(CASEL, 2013; CASEL, 2015), Navigating SEL from the Inside Out, a
report by Stephanie Jones and colleagues (Jones, Brush, et al., 2017),
and the 2015 Handbook of Social and Emotional Learning (Durlak et al.,

2015). Our report is unique in its focus on providing explicit guidance

I Although several states that originally adopted Common Core have formally withdrawn

from that initiative, most of their standards are quite similar to Common Core. See, e.g.,
Korn, Gamboa, and Polikoff, 2016.
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for the use of federal funds to promote SEL and classifying SEL inter-
ventions according to ESSA evidence tiers. In the next chapter, we dis-
cuss how ESSA offers several opportunities for federal funds to be used
in ways to support school and district initiatives that focus on SEL.

Organization of This Report

We began this report by defining SEL and explaining why it should
be a primary consideration for schools as they plan their curricula and
instructional programming. We next describe how ESSA addresses
SEL (Chapter Two) and how the law approaches evidence (Chap-
ter Three) before moving on to describe the scope and methods of our
review (Chapter Four) and the results of that review (Chapter Five).
In Chapter Six, we provide guidance for readers who are interested in
adopting interventions that do not meet ESSA standards for empirical
evidence. We conclude the body of the report with a brief discussion
of implications and recommendations in Chapter Seven. Appendix A
expands on material in Chapter Four. Appendix B and a companion
volume expand on material in Chapter Five.



CHAPTER TWO

How Does the Every Student Succeeds Act
Support Social and Emotional Learning?

The ESSA legislation does not explicitly reference SEL.! However,
ESSA policy provides opportunities to incorporate SEL interventions
into the work of schools, districts, local education agencies (LEAs),
and state education agencies (SEAs). The policy language includes
calls for improving school conditions for student learning, enhancing
peer interactions, providing a well-rounded education, and incorpo-
rating programs and activities that promote volunteerism, community
involvement, or instructional practices for developing relationship-
building skills.

Educators interested in incorporating SEL interventions into
school practices have opportunities to support these efforts by leverag-
ing federal funds ESSA authorizes. In this chapter, we present a brief
overview of the specific funding streams within ESSA that may be
used to support SEL interventions and initiatives. Title IV funds are
the most directly relevant, but Titles I and II also provide opportunities
to support SEL. In addition to the funding streams we describe in this
chapter, other sources of federal funds that focus on specific popula-
tions exist that might be suitable for use in SEL instruction. States can
prioritize SEL in their ESSA plans (e.g., including indicators related
to school climate or student engagement that are related to social and
emotional development as part of the Indicator of School Quality or

' We searched the policy language for terms often used to label social and emotional com-

petencies. These included character education, noncognitive skills, and both intrapersonal and
interpersonal skills. There are no explicit references to these broad identifiers.
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Student Success in a statewide performance indicator system).2 Open
opportunities also exist for districts and schools to focus on SEL (e.g.,
communicating that SEL interventions may be part of Title I grants).
Together, the ESSA funding streams that we discuss in this chapter
enable educators not only to adopt the types of explicit SEL interven-
tions that are the focus of this review but also to address SEL more
broadly through other activities, such as integration of SEL into aca-
demic instruction or efforts to improve school climate and culture.
However, the future of the policies around ESSA, the funding alloca-
tions discussed here, and the resulting implementation of the law are
subject to change. SEAs and LEAs must continue to monitor commu-
nications from the U.S. Department of Education regarding ESSA to
ensure all practices comply with the most recent regulations.

Title I: Improving the Academic Achievement of the
Disadvantaged

Title I of the ESSA legislation authorizes approximately $62.5 billion
of education spending between 2017 and 2020 in the form of formula
grants to states.’ This funding stream provides opportunities to incor-
porate SEL into school operations in three main ways: schoolwide pro-
grams, targeted assistance programs, and school supports and improve-
ment activities.

A modest proportion of Title I funds go toward district and
school development of schoolwide and targeted assistance programs

2 Identifying appropriate measures or reviewing the evidence base on summative SEL mea-
sures that can be used in consequential accountability is beyond the scope of this work.
Selecting such measures requires state policymakers to gather additional information about
technical quality and understand that the specific method(s) of constructing an indicator
may or may not be consistent with what evidence suggests (Chiefs for Change, 2016b). The
Learning Policy Institute recommends that states not use measures of students” social and
emotional competence, at least not in the short term (Melnick, Cook-Harvey, and Darling-
Hammond, 2017). They argue that most SEL measures were not designed for cross-school
comparisons and, thus, are not appropriate for consequential accountability.

3 Actual funding appropriations may be lower than the authorized amounts identified in
the legislation. This is true for all funding streams discussed in this report.
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that support the progress of, in particular, low-income students toward
meeting challenging academic standards (see “Schoolwide Programs”
[Sec. 1114] and “Targeted Assistance Schools” [Sec. 1115] of the Ele-
mentary and Secondary Education Act as amended by ESSA). These
funds can be used for both academic and nonacademic subject inter-
ventions. For example, the legislation requires schools to include a
description of how the practices chosen will “use methods and instruc-
tional strategies that strengthen the academic program in the school,
increase the amount and quality of learning time, and help provide
an enriched and accelerated curriculum, which may include programs,
activities, and courses necessary to provide a well-rounded education”
(Sec. 1114(b)(7)(A)(ii)). Thus, a school may be able to incorporate in
its plan SEL interventions that improve the quality of learning time
through a reduction in classroom behavioral disruptions. Interventions
used for schoolwide and targeted assistance programs do not need to
meet a specific evidence threshold as defined by ESSA evidence stan-
dards (which we discuss further in Chapter Three and the remainder
of the report).

Every state is required to set aside 7 percent of Title I allocations
for school support and improvement activities in the schools the state
identifies as the lowest performing each year (see Sec. 1111(d)(2) of
ESSA). These funds are awarded on a formula or competitive basis to
LEAs and must be used to support implementation of interventions
and practices that improve student outcomes. These student outcomes
could include social and emotional competencies if schools or districts
(LEAs) can demonstrate a need; all school improvement plans for
schools identified for comprehensive support and improvement must
be informed, in part, by the indicators a state uses in its performance
system and the results of a school-specific comprehensive needs assess-
ment. For instance, a school could utilize measures of student disci-
pline, absenteeism, student engagement, or school climate data in the
needs assessment to identify for the school improvement plan a need
for SEL interventions that would address areas of low performance.
As another example, educators may also be able to incorporate SEL
interventions in school improvement efforts if a needs assessment dem-
onstrates that classroom peer collaboration would effectively improve
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English and language arts outcomes. All school improvement plans
that are being funded with federal funds must include at least one
evidence-based intervention with at least strong, moderate, or prom-
ising evidence. These interventions must thus meet criteria for Tiers I
through III, which require empirical evidence from intervention evalu-
ations and are the focus of our review.

Title ll: Preparing, Training, and Recruiting High-Quality
Teachers, Principals, or Other School Leaders

The ESSA legislation authorizes approximately $11.1 billion in spend-
ing over four years (2017-2020) to support the preparation, training,
and recruitment of educators at all levels of the school system. States
could potentially use Title II, Part A formula funding to support edu-
cators in their capacity to provide instruction that promotes students’
social and emotional competencies. Moreover, these funds may also be
applicable to the development of school leaders and educators to assess
social and emotional competencies, as well as to implement associated
interventions. In addition to outlining specific allowable uses of funds
focused on professional learning and educator preparation, recruit-
ment, and retention, the Title II Part A formula program allows states
and districts to support “other activities identified by the state” that
meet Title IT purposes. Most of these key allowable uses of funds must
be evidence-based “to the extent the State determines that such evi-
dence is reasonably available.” This evidence must meet one of ESSA’s
four tiers.

Two competitive grants under Title IT can be used to support SEL.
States can apply for competitive Supporting Effective Educator Devel-
opment grants (Title II, Sec. 2242) to provide evidence-based profes-
sional development for addressing the needs of LEAs and the students
the LEAs serve. A Supporting Effective Educator Development grant
could be used, for instance, to offer professional development that helps
teachers implement instructional practices related to SEL. The School
Leader Recruitment and Support Fund (Title II, Sec. 2243) is directed
toward developing the capacity of school leaders to succeed in high-
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needs schools, with a priority on entities that will implement evidence-
based activities within the top three tiers of evidence under ESSA. If,
for example, a high-need school used Title I resources to support an
SEL intervention, it might also use School Leader Recruitment and
Support Funds to support related evidence-based professional develop-
ment of school leaders for that same intervention.

Title IV: 21st Century Schools

ESSA Title IV authorizes more than $7.3 billion over four years to
support a variety of programs aimed at improving the educational
opportunities of students. Student Enrichment and Academic Sup-
port Grants require districts to allocate at least 20 percent of the grant
funding to support the provision of a well-rounded education, at least
20 percent to support the development of safe and healthy students,
and a portion of funds to support the effective use of technology. Dis-
tricts receiving over $30,000 in grant funds must conduct comprehen-
sive needs assessments that address each of these areas, and particular
allowable uses of funds require evidence to support them (e.g., disci-
pline practices) to the extent that the state determines such evidence is
reasonably available.

Title IV monies also cover the provision of both academic and
nonacademic supports explicitly outside of the regular school day. Such
activities are covered through the allocation of separate formula grants
to states (e.g., 21st Century Community Learning Centers). Addition-
ally, competitive grant allocations in the Title IV funding stream sup-
port national programs that have an SEL component, such as Promise
Neighborhoods and Full-Service Community Schools. Here, schools
and local community organizations have the opportunity to identify a
wide array of interventions that are aimed at improving the educational
opportunities of students.
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Summary

The language of ESSA provides ample opportunity for SEAs, LEAs,
and schools to incorporate SEL initiatives into their efforts to support
low-income students and enhance school improvement efforts. These
initiatives include opportunities to prepare educators to deliver high-
quality SEL instruction and assess the learning of students in domains
related to SEL. Any selected intervention will need to meet a minimum
standard of evidence, as defined by the particular section of the legis-
lation where that use of funds is allowed or encouraged. In the next
chapter, we discuss how ESSA defines its evidence tiers and summarize
the associated guidance on the legislation.
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Summary of Key ESSA Funding Streams
That Can Support SEL Programming

Title I: Improving the Academic Achievement of the
Disadvantaged

Part A: Improving Basic Programs Operated by the Local
Education Agencies ($15 billion)

Schoolwide Programs?
Targeted Assistance Programs?
School Support and Improvement Activities?

Title Il: Preparing, Training, and Recruiting High-Quality
Teachers, Principals, or Other School Leaders

Part A: Supporting Effective Instruction
Formula Grants to States ($2.3 billion)?
Part B: National Activities

Supporting Effective Educator Development ($53 million)®
School Leader Recruitment and Support ($16 million)®

Title IV: 21st-Century Schools

Part A: Student Support and Academic Enrichment Grants
($1.65 billion)

Student Enrichment and Academic Support Grants?
Part B: 21st Century Community Learning Centers ($1 billion)

State Application?
Local Competitive Subgrant Program®

Part F: National Activities

Promise Neighborhoods ($72 million)®
Full-Service Community Schools ($10 million)P

NOTE: States and districts may identify additional ways to support SEL beyond
the funding streams identified here. Moreover, actual funding appropriations
may be lower than the authorized amounts identified in the legislation.

@ Distributed through formula funds.

b Distributed through competitive grants.







CHAPTER THREE

How Does the Every Student Succeeds Act Define
Evidence?

The ESSA legislation includes several provisions that require interven-
tions to be supported by evidence when schools or LEAs use federal
funds to pay for the interventions. The policy defines four levels, or
tiers, of evidence that reflect varying degrees of methodological rigor
(see box, p. 18).! ESSA legislation labels the first three tiers as szrong
(Tier 1), moderate (Tier 1I), and promising (Tier 11I) evidence. The
fourth tier (Tier IV) does not have an agreed-on label but has been
called “demonstrating a rationale” (AEM Corporation, 2016; Herman
et al., 2017), “research-based rationale” (Ludwig, Boyle, and Lindsay,
2017), “strong theory” (Chiefs for Change, 2016a), “evidence-build-
ing” (Results for America, 2017), or “under evaluation” (West, 2017).
We use demonstrating a rationale to refer to Tier IV in the remainder
of this report.

Tier I evidence must come from the most rigorous experimental
design for causal inference—a randomized controlled trial (RCT). In
an RCT, participants are randomly assigned to either receive the inter-
vention or participate in a comparison group that does not receive the
intervention. RCTs are often considered the gold standard for eval-
uating the effects of interventions (Torgerson and Torgerson, 2001).
Tier II evidence must come from rigorous quasi-experimental research,
which approximates experimental research by identifying a comparison

1 The evidence tiers are described in detail in other literature reviews of arts education
(Ludwig, Boyle, and Lindsay, 2017) and school leadership (Herman et al., 2017).
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Definition of Evidence-Based in ESSA

In Title VIII, Sec. 8002(21)(A), ESSA defines evidence-based as
an activity, strategy, or intervention that

(i) demonstrates a statistically significant effect on improv-
ing student outcomes or other relevant outcomes based
on—

(I) strong evidence from at least 1 well-designed and
well-implemented experimental study;

(I1) moderate evidence from at least 1 well-designed and
well-implemented quasi-experimental study; or

(Il) promising evidence from at least 1 well-designed
and well-implemented correlational study with statisti-
cal controls for selection bias; or

(ii) (I) demonstrates a rationale based on high-quality
research findings or positive evaluation that such activity,
strategy, or intervention is likely to improve student out-
comes or other relevant outcomes; and

(I) includes ongoing efforts to examine the effects of
such activity, strategy, or intervention.

group that is similar to the intervention group participants on observed
preintervention characteristics (e.g., test scores). Tier III studies must
include a comparison group that did not receive the intervention, yet
comparison group participants are not as rigorously matched to inter-
vention group participants as required for Tier II evidence. To address
selection biases that may result, a key feature of Tier III evidence is
that methodological or statistical techniques must be used to reduce
or account for differences between the intervention and comparison
groups, such as statistical controls for students’ gender, race, prior test
scores, or parent education level.

Tier IV differs substantively from Tiers I through III in that it
does not involve direct empirical evidence on the relationship between
intervention receipt and outcomes of interest. Instead, Tier IV is
defined by two features. First, an intervention must be supported
by a strong rationale connecting specific intervention components to
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the expected outcomes produced by the intervention. Second, there
must be a current evaluation under way on this intervention. Because
Tier IV does not require existing empirical evidence, a literature review
that is designed to gather research-based evidence is not well-suited
to identifying interventions that could potentially meet the Tier IV
requirements. Therefore, our evidence review in Chapter Five focuses
only on Tier I-III interventions, while Chapter Six provides a separate
discussion of ways educators can meet Tier IV evidence requirements
when implementing interventions that lack empirical research yet meet
local needs.

The legislation determines which tiers of evidence must exist for
certain allowable uses of each of the funding streams. The policy does
not, however, determine the specific tier of evidence (of those permis-
sible within a funding stream) that schools must utilize to inform
intervention choices. In contrast, the nonregulatory guidance from the
U.S. Department of Education on using evidence to strengthen edu-
cation investments under ESSA (discussed in the next section) recom-
mends the use of the highest tier of evidence available, ideally Tier I
or I evidence. Finally, the policy allows flexibility in applying the evi-
dence standards for Title I and Title IV funds. Specifically, it suggests
that states (in consultation with LEAs in the state) determine whether
the necessary evidence is “reasonably available” for identification or
whether non—evidence-based interventions can be used in the absence
of such reasonably available evidence.?

Nonregulatory Guidance on Evidence

Beyond defining what is meant by evidence-based, the legislation does
not explain what qualifies as “well-designed” or “well-implemented”
experimental (Tier I), quasi-experimental (Tier II), and correlational
(Tier III) studies. For instance, there are no established rules for which

2 Neither the legislation nor nonregulatory guidance define or clarify what “reasonably
available” evidence means.
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statistical controls are required to address selection bias,? and the leg-
islation does not predetermine which “student outcomes or other rel-
evant outcomes” must be measured for an intervention to be consid-
ered evidence-based. This ambiguity allows substantial room for SEAs
or LEAs to interpret the evidence requirements in distinctly different
ways.

Because of the ambiguity in the legislation’s definition of what con-
stitutes Tier I-IV evidence, the U.S. Department of Education issued
nonregulatory guidance on September 16, 2016, to provide states with
additional information on selecting and using evidence-based inter-
ventions under ESSA. By its nature, nonregulatory guidance does not
mandate the information to be used (i.e., it is nonbinding) but is pro-
vided for “convenience and is included to offer examples of the many
resources that educators, parents, advocates, administrators, and other
concerned parties may find helpful and use at their discretion” (U.S.
Department of Education, 2016, p. 2). Guidance also often serves as
a set of “safe harbor” parameters for grantees as they interpret the law.
Prior evidence reviews supported by The Wallace Foundation (Herman
et al., 2017; Ludwig, Boyle and Lindsay, 2017), “Evidence for ESSA”
(Center for Research and Reform in Education, 2017), and Results for
America (undated) have all utilized this guidance in their work.

According to the guidance, well-implemented and well-designed
Tier I studies should meet WWC evidence standards without reserva-
tions or be of similar quality for making causal inferences (i.e., would
likely meet the WWC criteria but have not gone through a full WWC
review). Tier II studies should meet the WWC evidence standards with
reservations or be of similar quality. Rating studies as meeting WWC
standards “without reservations” focuses on proper randomization
and sample attrition, while rating studies as meeting WWC standards
“with reservations” focuses on equivalence of the intervention and
comparison group at baseline. In addition, WWC establishes require-

3 Selection bias involves systematic differences between preintervention (i.c., baseline)
characteristics of intervention and comparison group participants. The evidence tiers in
ESSA are ranked according to their ability to address selection bias, with RCTs providing
the strongest method for preventing systematic differences, on average, between intervention
and comparison-group participants at baseline.
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ments for outcomes and analyses for results within studies meeting
WWC standards to be eligible for review. The general WWC evidence
standards found within the Whar Works Clearinghouse: Procedures and
Standards Handbook (IES, 2014) are then tailored for specific content
area reviews, such as character education interventions (IES, 20006).

In addition to referring to WWC standards, the guidance expli-
cates several additional criteria for Tiers I and II beyond what ESSA’s
definition requires. To satisfy Tier I or Tier II requirements, an inter-
vention’s evidence should

1. show a statistically significant and positive effect of the interven-
tion on student outcomes or other relevant outcomes?

2. not be overridden by statistically significant and unfavorable
effects from Tier I or Tier II studies’

3. be based on a large sample (at least 350 students) and conducted
in multiple sites (at least two districts, LEAs, localities, or states)

4. be validated with a population (both the demographic sample
and the setting for Tier I; either the demographic sample or the
setting for Tier II) that reflects the population of students or
schools set to receive the intervention.

The guidance provides little clarification for Tier III evidence; it
states only that a well-designed and well-implemented correlational
study uses sampling and/or analytic methods to reduce or account
for differences between the intervention and comparison groups. The
results of these evaluations, according to the guidance, must be statisti-
cally significant and favorable for the intervention and should not be
overridden by statistically significant unfavorable evidence from Tier I
or Tier II studies.

The guidance for Tier IV expands on the ESSA language by pro-
viding a few additional suggestions for demonstrating sufficient ratio-

4 The nonregulatory guidance defines relevant outcomes as those the intervention is designed
to improve.

5 Essentially, policymakers are trying to prevent practitioners from using only positive find-
ings to support the use of a preferred intervention and, instead, are requiring all relevant
research on a particular intervention to be considered.
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nale and ongoing research efforts. First, the guidance recommends
having a “well-specified logic model that is informed by research” for
Tier IV evidence (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, p. 9). More-
over, the ongoing research efforts should be designed to produce prom-
ising, moderate, or strong evidence. The guidance does clarify that a
district interested in implementing a new intervention is not necessar-
ily the party responsible for conducting an evaluation. For example,
if a district in Nebraska is looking to use an intervention, and a dis-
trict in Tennessee is conducting an evaluation of that same interven-
tion, Nebraska could rely on the Tennessee district’s evaluation to meet
Tier IV requirements.

Table 3.1 summarizes the evidence requirements for each fund-
ing stream and provides examples of activities that schools could adopt
using the funds. This list is not exhaustive but is intended to illustrate
the variety of approaches to promoting SEL that can be funded under
ESSA.

Eligible Outcomes

Both ESSA and the nonregulatory guidance provide for flexibility in
the outcomes that evaluations have measured or will measure. A thor-
ough reading of the ESSA legislation offers some insight into the types
of outcomes policymakers took into consideration when prioritizing
initiatives, funding opportunities, and state accountability systems (see
box, p. 24). As mentioned in the previous section, intervention evalu-
ations must demonstrate favorable effects on student achievement or
other relevant outcomes, yet “other relevant outcomes” are only defined
broadly as those outcomes a particular intervention is expected to
change. Thus, for SEL interventions, evidence would likely need to be
based on outcome measures for the specific social and emotional com-
petencies that the intervention targets or on one of the many perfor-
mance areas identified in the legislation (e.g., academic achievement,
school safety).
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ESSA Outcomes

The following potential student achievement and other relevant
outcomes are referenced in ESSA:
academic achievement and closing achievement gaps
growth in academic achievement
English-language proficiency
graduation rates
student engagement
educator engagement
student access to and completion of advanced coursework
postsecondary readiness
school climate and safety
. dropout prevention and/or reduction

school safety measures (suspensions, violence, arrests,
referrals)

. absenteeism (excused and unexcused)

. discipline actions (disproportionate use of out-of-school/
class sanctions)

14. college-going
15. workforce readiness

16. successful transitions from pre-K to kindergarten, to middle
grades, and to high schools

- =2 VWO N U NMNWN =
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Branded and Nonbranded Interventions

The ESSA legislation gives considerable flexibility to states and LEAs
in deciding which “activity, strategy, or intervention” to implement,
regardless of whether it is a branded or nonbranded intervention.
Branded interventions are those that are created and sold by developers.
These interventions are more likely to have name recognition, more-
rigorous evaluations, and formal implementation support (Herman
et al., 2017). Nonbranded interventions tend to be developed locally
but may consist of activities or components similar to those in branded
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interventions. Both branded and nonbranded interventions may be
supported by empirical evidence from an evaluation. States and LEAs
are able to select an intervention so long as it meets one of the evi-
dence tiers required for the particular funding stream. They might also
choose to replicate the key features of a branded intervention while
adapting other elements of that intervention to address local needs and
priorities. According to personal communication between the authors
of the prior RAND review of school leadership interventions and the
U.S. Department of Education, “[tJhe label or brand attached to a pro-
gram or intervention included in a research study is less important than
the activities, strategies, and practices that constitute that program or
intervention” (see Herman et al., 2017). However, although the law
indicates no preference or priority for either branded or nonbranded
interventions, some branded programs might have a greater chance
of replicability because they are documented in manuals and because
dedicated purveyor organizations that assist in training and implemen-
tation are more readily available.

Summary

The ESSA legislation requires the use of evidence-based interventions
for many of the education initiatives supported through federal fund-
ing. However, ESSA’s description of the four evidence tiers is broad and
ambiguous. The subsequent nonregulatory guidance defined evidence-
based to help SEAs, LEAs, and schools apply the evidence-tier require-
ments. This guidance provided more detail on the quality or rigor of
a research design expected for an empirical study to be classified as
Tier I, II, III, or IV. However, the guidance is just that—suggested
but not required—and it is not mentioned in the legislation itself. Fur-
ther, some ambiguity remains, allowing different interpretations and
implementations of the evidence-based definitions provided in ESSA.
Because our review focused on identifying interventions that meet
ESSA evidence tiers as they stand now, we did not apply criteria that
are more detailed and stringent than those consistent with a reading of
the ESSA statute and nonregulatory guidance. Finally, while the leg-
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islation permits both branded and nonbranded interventions, branded
interventions are more likely to be the focus of empirical studies, to
meet the higher evidence tiers (i.e., Tiers I-III), and have resources
available to support implementation. In the next chapter, we discuss
the scope and methods of our evidence review.



CHAPTER FOUR

Our Approach to Reviewing the Evidence on
Social and Emotional Learning Interventions

Key Questions Guiding Our Approach

We examined recent peer-reviewed research literature to identify evi-
dence on SEL interventions meeting ESSA’s requirements. Two key
questions guided our approach:

1. What SEL interventions have recently been evaluated in U.S.-
based, K-12 public schools?

2. What SEL interventions have yielded evidence meeting ESSA
Tiers I-111?

We summarize our approach in this chapter and provide further tech-

nical details in Appendix A.

Information Sources We Used for Our Literature Search

We conducted a comprehensive search of the major electronic data-
bases of indexed scientific literature (the Education Resources Informa-
tion Center [ERIC], Education Abstracts, Psyclnfo, Scopus, and Web
of Science) and relevant websites on SEL research to identify evaluation
reports on SEL interventions. We limited our search to reports pub-
lished from 2002, when the U.S. Department of Education’s IES began
substantial investment in rigorous education intervention research
(Public Law 107-279, 2002), to September 2016. In collaboration with

27
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a reference librarian from RAND’s Knowledge Services, we used the
NRC (2012) framework to develop search strings for these databases
using terms related to SEL, intervention research methods, U.S.-based
schools, youth, and academic outcomes. We conducted both a broad
search for SEL interventions generally and targeted searches for the
branded SEL interventions we had identified through previous litera-
ture and correspondence with experts in the area. Our search focused
only on full-text reports (conference abstracts were excluded) pub-
lished in English. We removed any duplicates arising from the multiple
searches.

Criteria We Used to Identify ESSA-Eligible Studies

We used the NRC SEL framework to develop inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria to apply to retrieved literature according to the seven
domains from Petticrew and Roberts (2008): participants, interven-
tions, comparators, outcomes, timing, settings, and study design. (See
Table 4.1 for details of our eligibility criteria.) Overall, we included
studies on SEL interventions involving activities, techniques, or strate-
gies in which social and emotional competencies (e.g., self-awareness,
self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and/or respon-
sible decisionmaking) are taught to, modeled for, and/or practiced and
applied by students (Durlak et al., 2011).

To determine whether studies constituted Tier I evidence, we
examined whether they (1) randomly assigned participants (or groups
of participants) to either the SEL intervention or a comparison group
and (2) experienced low attrition using the liberal boundary from
WWC’s procedures and standards (IES, 2014). If an RCT had high
attrition, we considered its eligibility for Tier II. We assessed studies’
eligibility for Tier II by examining whether they established baseline
equivalence between the groups in the analytic sample on either (1) a
pretest in the same domain as the outcome or (2), if such a measure did
not exist, on a measure of academic achievement and socioeconomic
status (IES, 2016). If a study being assessed for Tier II did not demon-
strate that groups in the analytic sample were equivalent at baseline, we
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Eligibility Criteria for Evidence Review

Domain

Criteria

Participants

SEL
interventions

Comparator
interventions

Outcomes

We included studies with samples of students in grades K-12.
We excluded studies with samples of pre-K youth, postsecond-
ary youth, and youth not currently enrolled in school.

We included branded and nonbranded programs, policies,
practices, and products that

have a primary aim of promoting SEL in the intrapersonal
or interpersonal domains of the NRC framework

target a general population of students (as opposed to
individual students or groups of students specifically
selected or indicated for a given risk factor)

are delivered directly to students in classrooms or in a
school setting. We considered out-of-school-time interven-
tions delivered through a public school as eligible.

We excluded studies on the following:

unintended or unplanned actions and events that had an
impact on SEL

interventions with the primary purpose of promoting moti-
vation or achievement in specific academic disciplines (e.g.,
reading, math)

general classroom practices not intentionally seeking to
improve social and emotional competencies

interventions focused on students’ physical health and
development (e.g., substance use, pregnancy, dating
violence)

interventions not delivered to students directly (e.g., posi-
tive behavioral intervention support frameworks or profes-
sional development of school personnel)

interventions delivered only to special populations of
students or specially assembled “at risk” groups of
students.

We excluded studies that involved only head-to-head compari-
sons of two SEL interventions.

We included studies that examined at least one measure in
the following domains:

intrapersonal competencies (i.e., mind-sets, knowledge,
attitude, skills, and behavior related to self-awareness,
self-management, and responsible decisionmaking about
personal behavior)

interpersonal competencies (i.e., mind-sets, knowledge,
attitude, skills, and behavior related to social awareness,
relationship skills, and responsible decisionmaking about
social interactions)

academic achievement (standardized assessments only)
academic attainment

disciplinary outcomes

civic attitudes and behaviors

school climate and safety.
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Table 4.1—Continued

Domain Criteria

e We excluded outcome measures that had questionable reli-
ability or validity for the intended purposes, were overaligned
with the SEL intervention as defined by WWC Evidence Stan-
dards, or were not administered in a standardized manner for
all participants.@

Timing e We included studies of any intervention duration and follow-
up period.

e We included studies in which the intervention was delivered
during the school year or though summer learning programs
from 1994 to the present.

e We included studies that were published in 2002 or after.

Setting e We included studies conducted in public schools serving any
grades K-12—including public charter, magnet, and alterna-
tive schools.

e To identify evidence most applicable to ESSA, we excluded
studies located outside of the United States, its territories, or
tribal entities.

e \We also excluded SEL interventions delivered solely online.

Study design e We included evaluations of SEL interventions that had at least
one analysis of an eligible outcome meeting ESSA Tier |, Il, or
1.

2 A recent blog post by Slavin and Kim (2017) contains some recommendations
for SEL measures that are more stringent than those found in the ESSA legislation
and nonregulatory guidance (e.g., a focus on objective, observable measures

that are verified independently). While there is reason to be concerned about the
validity of some student and teacher self-report measures, as well as performance
and detection biases, we retained any measures in our review if they were clearly
not overaligned with the intervention, were administered in a standardized

way, and had some evidence of validity and reliability, to be consistent with the
nonregulatory guidance.

b u.s. territories and constituencies include the Bureau of Indian Education,
Department of Defense Dependents’ Schools, Department of Defense Education
Activity, American Samoa, Guam, Northern Mariana Islands (also referred to as
Northern Marianas), Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Islands.

considered its eligibility for Tier III. For Tier III, we examined whether
studies assessed a statistical correlation between intervention assign-
ment (SEL or comparator) and an eligible outcome, and included a
methodological or statistical control for selection bias.

As discussed in previous chapters, our review did not include
Tier IV studies. Instead, we have included guidance for educators to
help document that an intervention that they want to implement but
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that has not yet been empirically evaluated meets Tier IV evidence
requirements (see Chapter Six).

How We Selected Studies for Our Review

Two independent reviewers screened the title and abstract of each
retrieved citation against our eligibility criteria. Next, we attempted to
obtain full-text manuscripts to more fully assess the eligibility of each
citation judged as potentially eligible by at least one reviewer during
title and abstract screening. Two independent reviewers assessed these
full texts for eligibility. We resolved disagreements between the two
reviewers through a third reviewer and/or discussion within the review
team.

How We Collected and Classified Information from
Eligible Studies

Two independent reviewers extracted study-level information and out-
come data from each eligible study (see Appendix A for a full list of
the information we collected). Outcomes of interest included ones
that align with the NRC framework’s intrapersonal and interpersonal
domains; standardized assessments of academic achievement in math-
ematics, English language arts, and reading; academic attainment;
disciplinary outcomes; civic attitudes and behaviors; and school cli-
mate and safety. Two independent doctoral-level reviewers assessed the
methodological quality of included studies according to ESSA stan-
dards and assigned each finding to an ESSA evidence tier:

e Tier I includes statistically significant, positive findings from
studies that randomly assigned participants (or groups of partici-
pants) to the SEL intervention or comparison group and had low
attrition.

— Individual findings from a study that randomly assigned par-
ticipants could be assigned to a lower ESSA evidence tier if the
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analysis violated the randomization and/or attrition require-
ments.

— An outcome could cumulatively meet the large sample (at least
350 students) and multisite (at least two districts, LEAs, locali-
ties, or states) sample requirements if multiple studies meeting
the other Tier I requirements found a positive result for this
outcome.

* Tier II includes statistically significant, positive findings from
studies that established baseline equivalence between the groups
in the analytic sample and either (a) nonrandomly assigned par-
ticipants (or groups of participants) to the SEL intervention or
comparison group, or (b) randomly assigned participants (or
groups of participants) to SEL or comparator interventions but
had high attrition (overall and/or differential).

— Individual findings from a study with baseline equivalence
could be assigned to a lower ESSA evidence tier if the analy-
sis involved an analytic sample that did not establish baseline
equivalence.

— An outcome could cumulatively meet the large sample (at least
350 students) and multisite (at least two districts, LEAs, locali-
ties, or states) sample requirements if multiple studies meeting
the other Tier II requirements found a positive result for this
outcome.

* Tier III includes statistically significant, positive findings from
studies comparing participants (or groups of participants) receiv-
ing an SEL intervention with a comparison group that failed to
meet either Tier I or Tier II but methodologically or statistically
controlled for potential confounding factors.

e If there was not conclusive evidence that a finding met an evi-
dence tier, we assessed it at the next lowest tier.

— Because we relied solely on the information reported in the
manuscripts of identified studies, we noted any reasons for
assigning a study to a lower ESSA evidence tier due to ambi-
guities in the study reports. Interested readers could submit a
query to the authors of such a study for further information if
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they would like to assess whether the study could meet a higher
tier.

— All interventions in our list of evidence-based interventions at
least meet Tier III standards.

* For each relevant outcome meeting the standards for Tiers I-III,
we assessed whether study findings were statistically significant
and favoring the SEL intervention (“positive”), not statistically
significant (“ns”), or statistically significant and favoring the com-
parator intervention (“negative”).

— In keeping with the nonregulatory guidance from the U.S.
Department of Education, we used this information to exclude
interventions from our list of “evidence-based” interventions
if (1) all findings for eligible outcomes were not statistically
significant or (2) at least one result was negative for an eligible
outcome measure.

— When included studies reported sufficient data, we also calcu-
lated effect sizes according to WWC procedures and standards
for outcomes meeting Tier I or II (i.e., evidence suitable for
making causal inferences). To be consistent with WWC evi-
dence standards, we did not calculate effect sizes for outcomes
meeting Tier III unless they were downgraded because of the
sample size or multisite requirement from the nonregulatory
guidance (which WWC does not enforce).

* In addition to assigning each study finding to an evidence tier, we
also assigned each intervention to an evidence tier based on the
highest rating achieved by any outcome across all studies.

It is important to note that our tier assignments—particularly
assignments of Tier I or II-—should 7oz be considered official deter-
minations that a study meets WWC standards (with or without reser-
vations). Although our methods are based on WWC procedures and
standards, our tier assignments may not map perfectly onto determi-
nations about studies meeting WWC standards because of: discrepan-
cies between the nonregulatory guidance and WWC procedures and
standards in characterizing study findings, sample size requirements,
and multisite requirements; missing information in manuscripts on
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included studies for which WWC would approach authors; and the
ability for SEAs or LEAs to consider evidence “of similar quality” and
therefore interpret ESSA evidence requirements in distinctly different
ways.

In the next chapter, we summarize the results of our evidence
review.



CHAPTER FIVE

Evidence-Based Social and Emotional Learning
Interventions Under the Every Student Succeeds
Act

In this chapter, we provide summaries across evidence-based SEL inter-
ventions under ESSA by outcomes, school levels, settings, samples, and
intervention features. These syntheses aim to provide an overview of
recent evaluations of universal, U.S.-based, SEL interventions for K—12
students. For those interested in intervention-specific information, we
provide brief evidence tables at the end of this chapter summarizing
each evidence-based intervention at each school level, a more detailed
evidence table in Appendix B, and a more extensive overview on each
intervention in a companion volume (Grant et al., 2017). Appendix B
also includes recommendations on how educators can use these evidence
tables and the more detailed information in our companion volume to
select relevant, evidence-based interventions that best serve the needs
identified by their needs assessments. The more detailed summaries
for each evidence-based intervention in our companion volume also
indicate whether the intervention was included in the CASEL guides
(CASEL, 2013; CASEL, 2015) or in the Jones et al. (2017) review, for
the benefit of interested readers.

Search Results

Our search identified more than 24,000 citations, of which 4,943 went
through full-text eligibility assessment, yielding 150 manuscripts of eli-

35
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gible studies evaluating 68 branded and unbranded SEL interventions.
Of these interventions, four had an evaluation in which the research
design criteria for Tiers I-III were met, yet there were no statistically
significant positive results on any of our outcomes of interest: Girls in
the Game (Bohnert and Ward, 2013), Lessons in Character (Hanson
et al., 2012), Peer Group Connection (Johnson, Simon, and Mun,
2014), and Teacher-Child Interaction Training (Fernandez et al., 2015).
In addition, four interventions had an evaluation in which the research
design criteria for Tiers I-III were met, and there was a statistically
significant negative result on an outcome interest: Creating a Peaceful
School Learning Environment (Fonagy et al., 2009), on a measure of
school climate and safety; Guiding Responsibility and Expectations
for Adolescents for Today and Tomorrow (Farrell, 2008), on a measure
of interpersonal competencies; PeaceBuilders (Flannery et al., 2003),
on a measure of interpersonal competencies; and Social Problem Solv-
ing (Gottfredson, Jones, and Gore, 2002), on a measure of academic
attainment. We have not included these eight interventions on our list
of evidence-based interventions.

Overall, we identified 60 evidence-based SEL interventions under
ESSA evidence requirements: We identified at least one statistically sig-
nificant positive result and no statistically significant negative results
(i.e., “countervailing evidence”) on an outcome of interest.

Outcomes Affected by Evidence-Based SEL Interventions

Examples of constructs, by domain, include the following:

° z'ntmperxondl competencies: attention, concentration, emotional reg-
ulation, on-task behaviors, coping skills, self-esteem, self-efficacy,
and perseverance

o interpersonal competencies: hostile attribution biases, attitudes
toward violence, social information processing, aggression, proso-
cial behaviors, interpersonal communication, and social problem-
solving skills
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* academic achievement: standardized assessments on mathematics,
reading, writing, and vocabulary

* academic attainment: attendance, completion of core courses, and
graduation rates

e disciplinary outcomes: disciplinary code violations, disciplinary
referrals, and suspensions

* civic attitudes and behaviors: tolerance of and empathy for others,
interest in other countries and current events, and beliefs in a
moral order

* school climate and safety: perceptions of classroom supportiveness
and school safety, students’ feelings of inclusion, quality of student-
teacher relationships, and witnessing and perpetrating bullying.

Across all interventions, the outcome domains most com-
monly affected were interpersonal and intrapersonal competencies
(Figure 5.1): Forty-two interventions (70 percent) had a statistically
significant positive result for at least one measure of interpersonal com-
petencies, while 31 (52 percent) had a statistically significant positive
result for at least one measure of intrapersonal competencies. The most
commonly affected domains thereafter were school climate and safety
(27 percent of interventions), academic achievement (15 percent), disci-
plinary outcomes (12 percent), academic attainment (10 percent), and
civic attitudes and behaviors (7 percent). Interventions had a statisti-
cally significant result for two outcome domains on average, although
the number of outcome domains positively affected by an intervention
ranged from one to all seven.

Evidence Across School Levels

We found evidence meeting Tiers I through III for 40 interventions
(67 percent) evaluated at the elementary school level, 21 interventions
(35 percent) at the middle school level, and eight interventions (13 per-
cent) at the high school level. Eight of these interventions (13 percent)
were evaluated across multiple school levels (see Figure 5.2). The larger
number of evidence-based interventions for elementary schools is con-
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Figure 5.1
Outcome Domains with Statistically Significant Positive Results Across
Evidence Tiers
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sistent with other research that has found fewer effects for skills-based,

explicit SEL interventions among adolescents than among younger stu-

dents (Heckman and Kautz, 2013; Yeager, 2017).

Among the 40 interventions evaluated at the elementary school
level, we identified positive results most frequently for interpersonal

competencies (80 percent of elementary school interventions), followed
by intrapersonal competencies (53 percent), school climate and safety

(28 percent), academic achievement (15 percent), disciplinary outcomes

(10 percent), academic attainment (5 percent), and civic attitudes and

behaviors (5 percent).
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Figure 5.2
Tiers of Evidence for Interventions Across School Levels
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Among the 21 interventions evaluated at the middle school level,
we identified positive results most frequently for interpersonal and
intrapersonal competencies (57 percent of middle school interventions),
followed by school climate and safety (33 percent), disciplinary out-
comes (29 percent), academic attainment (19 percent), civic attitudes
and behaviors (14 percent), and academic achievement (10 percent).

Among the 8 interventions evaluated at the high school level, we
identified positive results most frequently for intrapersonal competen-
cies (50 percent of high school interventions), followed by interpersonal
competencies (38 percent), civic attitudes and behaviors (25 percent),
academic achievement and attainment (13 percent), and school climate
and safety (13 percent).
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Samples and Settings of the Evaluations

When setting was reported, interventions were most commonly eval-
uated in urban communities (68 percent of interventions), followed
by suburban (28 percent) and rural (20 percent) communities (see
Figure 5.3). In addition, 40 interventions (67 percent) had at least one
evaluation with a sample predominantly consisting of students classi-
fied as members of racial or ethnic minority groups, and 41 interven-
tions (68 percent) had at least one evaluation with a sample predomi-
nantly consisting of economically disadvantaged students.

Key Intervention Components

Overall, most interventions (78 percent) involved teachers as imple-
menters, followed by support staff (43 percent), counselors (35 per-
cent), and administrators (20 percent). All interventions included
explicit instruction (i.e., teaching, modeling, practicing, and/or apply-
ing social and emotional competencies; Durlak et al. 2011). In the vast
majority of interventions (93 percent), this instruction involved class-

Figure 5.3
Tiers of Evidence for Interventions Across Settings
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room curriculum to help students develop social and emotional com-
petencies. In addition, a significant proportion of interventions (47 per-
cent) involved components to change the classroom environment to
be more conducive to the development of social and emotional com-
petencies. Components that involved family or community members
(33 percent) or involved application of social and emotional competen-
cies outside the classroom setting (28 percent) were less common. Six
interventions (10 percent) reported an out-of-school-time component,
such as summer camps (Catalano et al., 2003) or after-school activities
(Bleeker et al., 2012; Chang and Mufoz, 2006; White, 2012). Most
of the intervention evaluations involved some component related to
the professional development of (77 percent) or implementation sup-
port for (87 percent) those delivering the intervention as part of the
evaluation. A majority of the interventions (67 percent) have a dedi-
cated website with more-detailed information for educators about the
intervention.

Summary

This evidence review entailed a comprehensive search of recent research
literature and a rigorous process for identifying studies, extracting study
information, and classifying the evidence according to ESSA’s tiers. We
identified numerous SEL interventions across grade levels and school
levels that have positive results on intrapersonal and interpersonal
outcomes and meet ESSA’s I-III evidence tiers. Several interventions
demonstrated effects on additional outcomes, such as academic attain-
ment and achievement, disciplinary outcomes, and school climate and
safety. Options exist for educators looking for SEL interventions that
have been validated for students from racial or ethnic minority groups
and low—socioeconomic status (SES) families, as well as for schools
in urban, suburban, and rural communities. Many interventions with
positive results include professional development for teachers and other
school staff delivering the intervention. Tables 5.1 through 5.4 sum-
marize our findings. We encourage educators, schools, districts, LEAs,
and SEAs seeking specific SEL interventions to use the directions and
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evidence table in Appendix B, as well the detailed intervention sum-
maries in our companion volume, to identify the evidence-based inter-
ventions under ESSA that meet their needs.

In the next chapter, we discuss how educators who want to docu-
ment that an intervention they want to implement, but that has not yet
been empirically evaluated, meets Tier IV evidence requirements.
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CHAPTER SIX
Guidance for Tier IV Interventions

In Chapter Five, we presented the SEL interventions that we identified
as meeting ESSA evidence Tiers I, II, and III. However, the legislation
also allows SEAs, LEAs, districts, schools, and other education stake-
holders (hereafter we refer to either “SEAs” or “LEAs” for conciseness)
to implement Tier IV interventions. In this chapter, we provide guid-
ance on meeting Tier IV requirements for SEL interventions.

Tier IV Requirements

As presented in Chapter Three, ESSA defines an intervention that
meets Tier [V requirements as

an activity, strategy, or intervention that . ..

(i)(I) demonstrates a rationale based on high-quality research
findings or positive evaluation that such activity, strategy, or
intervention is likely to improve student outcomes or other rel-
evant outcomes; and

(II) includes ongoing efforts to examine the effects of such activ-
ity, strategy, or intervention. (Public Law 114-95, Title VIII,
Sec. 8002(21)(A)(ii), 2015)

The nonregulatory guidance from the U.S. Department of Education
further explains Tier IV. First, the guidance suggests that, to demon-
strate a rationale, an intervention should include a “well-specified logic
model that is informed by research or an evaluation that suggests how

59
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the intervention is likely to improve relevant outcomes” (U.S. Depart-
ment of Education, 2016, p. 9; emphasis in the original). In this con-
text, a logic model is a visual representation of an intervention’s theory
of change, or the hypothesized processes through which an interven-
tion’s resources and activities affect the targeted outcomes. Second, the
guidance suggests that, to meet Tier IV, there should be an “effort to
study the effects of the intervention, ideally producing promising evi-
dence or higher” (U.S. Department of Education, 2016, p. 9). An effort
to study the effects of an intervention might include an ongoing evalu-
ation of the intervention conducted by either the LEA implementing
the program or another stakeholder.

While selecting an intervention that meets evidence Tiers I-111 is
usually preferable, it is possible that the LEA wants to implement an
intervention that does not have evidence in Tiers I-III (such as those
in Chapter Five). For example, an LEA or school may be unable to
find an intervention designed for the population it serves and the out-
comes it wishes to target, or the intervention that best suits its needs
may require unavailable resources or capacities. Alternatively, an LEA
may have already implemented or created an intervention for which no
Tier I-1II evidence exists. Tier IV was designed to give LEAs the flex-
ibility to implement interventions that meet their needs but have not
yet been studied widely, as well as to encourage local experimentation
to examine the effects of emerging interventions and add to the overall
evidence base. In this way, selecting a Tier IV intervention has been
referred to an “evidence-building opportunity” (Lee et al., 2016, p. 14).

Selecting an Intervention

When selecting an intervention, an LEA or school should first conduct
a needs assessment to determine its target population (e.g., grade levels,
types of students) and target outcomes (e.g., intrapersonal competen-
cies, school climate).! LEAs and schools should make efforts to gather

1 Although this chapter focuses on Tier IV, some of the content applies to interventions at

any evidence tier.
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information from multiple stakeholders (e.g., teachers, students, par-
ents, community members) to understand their local needs and the
reasons for the needs more comprehensively. LEAs and schools should
also consider their local capacity (including the available resources or
practitioners’ preferences and skills) when selecting an intervention to
implement. In doing so, an LEA or school may be more likely to select
an intervention that is aligned with the local context and can be sus-
tained over time. Guidance to help LEAs or schools select interven-
tions best suited to their needs is increasingly available online (Lee
et al., 2016).

After taking these steps, an LEA or school that is unable to find
an intervention with Tier I-III evidence that addresses the identified
needs might choose to implement an intervention that meets Tier IV
requirements. The following subsections discuss how to demonstrate a
rationale and include an ongoing effort to examine the effects of the
selected intervention.

Logic Model Demonstrating a Rationale

To meet the first condition of Tier I'V, an intervention must demonstrate
a research-based rationale describing why it is likely to improve student
outcomes or other relevant outcomes. The recommended format for
demonstrating and communicating this rationale is through a logic
model. The Education Department General Administration Regula-
tions (EDGAR) defines a logic model as

a well-specified conceptual framework that identifies key com-
ponents of the proposed process, product, strategy, or practice
(i.e., the active “ingredients” that are hypothesized to be critical
to achieving the relevant outcomes) and describes the relation-
ships among the key components and outcomes, theoretically and
operationally. (Code of Federal Regulations, Title 34, Sec. 77.1,
2015)

An effective logic model should draw on past research to detail the
components of the intervention and provide empirical justification for
the hypothesized ways these components affect the targeted outcomes.
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That is, logic models are effective tools for visually communicating to
stakeholders what an intervention entails and why it should work.

While there is no gold standard for how to design a logic model
and what to present in it, most logic models contain similar informa-
tion (see Figure 6.1) about resources, or the inputs required for imple-
mentation (e.g., materials, personnel, physical space, financial invest-
ments); activities, or the specific actions involved in implementation;
outputs, or the observable products or direct results of the activities
(e.g., number of lessons taught or number of tasks participants com-
plete); and outcomes, or expected effects in the short, intermediate, and
long terms on target skills, behaviors, or competencies.

Our example logic model for a generic schoolwide SEL interven-
tion aims to make the logic model definitions in EDGAR and the
nonregulatory guidance more concrete. However, this is just one pos-
sible illustration and certainly not the only option for designing a logic
model. In this example, the first column in the figure details the key
resources for the intervention, including the school staff responsible for
implementing and supporting the intervention, the intervention mate-
rials, and existing school policies. These resources are used to enact
the intervention activities listed in the second column. Some of the
activities include classroom instruction on social and emotional com-
petencies, schoolwide assemblies, and activities to engage parents in
the intervention. These activities result in measurable outputs, such as
completed classroom lessons on competencies and parents’ receipt of
information on the SEL intervention. The logic model hypothesizes
that the activities and subsequent outputs will affect the target out-
comes, listed in the last three columns. In the short term, this SEL
intervention is expected to lead to increased intrapersonal and interper-
sonal competencies for students. Intermediate and long-term outcomes
include improved classroom climate and increased academic achieve-
ment. At the bottom of the figure, we have included a discussion of
contextual factors likely to affect the implementation of a schoolwide
SEL intervention, such as baseline school climate and culture, as well as
schoolwide instructional supports. The content of this box in the figure
is an important reminder that, as an LEA plans for implementation,
it must not only consider the newly selected intervention but also how
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the intervention aligns with the existing characteristics and context of
the school community.

Many intervention developers include logic models with program
materials. An LEA trying to determine whether an intervention meets
Tier IV requirements should consider searching intervention web-
sites, program manuals, published research articles, and other available
materials for a logic model. LEAs might also consider developing their
own logic models for selected interventions, though doing so requires
significant familiarity with the intervention components, target out-
comes, and the theory and past research that connect the two. Freely
available online materials provide a quick and user-friendly introduc-
tion to logic models and reference guides for using them as tools to help
education stakeholders plan and monitor intervention evaluations; see
box on p. 65 for examples.

Ongoing Effort to Evaluate the Intervention

To meet the second condition of Tier IV, there must be ongoing efforts
to study the effects of a selected intervention. The nonregulatory guid-
ance suggests that any ongoing research or evaluation efforts should
be designed to produce at least Tier III (“promising”) evidence for the
intervention. As described in Chapter Three, Tier III evidence involves
a well-implemented correlational study that compares students who
received the intervention (a treatment group) with students who did
not (a comparison group). To meet Tier III standards, a study design
must methodologically or statistically adjust for nonrandom sorting
of students into the treatment and comparison groups. These stud-
ies must thus account for factors—such as a student’s gender, race or
ethnicity, prior test scores, and parent education level—that might
be related to the outcomes of interest nd must partially explain stu-
dents’ membership in the treatment and comparison groups. While
promising evidence is acceptable, ongoing research efforts that produce
Tier I (“strong”) or II (“moderate”) evidence are preferred. Meeting
these standards requires more-rigorous study designs, such as RCTs
and quasi-experiments (corresponding to Tiers I and II, respectively).
By mitigating the threat of selection bias, these studies provide more-
reliable evidence of a program’s effectiveness.
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Resources on Logic Models and Program Evaluation

The following resources are freely available online; links are
available in the bibliography:

1. Logic Models: A Tool for Designing and Monitoring Program Evalu-
ations (Lawton et al., 2014)
e Includes: a step-by-step guide on how to create a logic model
e Developer: IES Regional Education Laboratory (REL) Program
2. Education Logic Model Application (REL Pacific, undated)
e Includes: videos, guides, and application on logic models
e Developer: IES REL Program
3. Logic Models for Program Design, Implementation, and Evalua-
tion: Workshop Toolkit (Shakman and Rodriguez, 2015)
¢ Includes: materials from a workshop on logic model design
e Developer: IES REL Program
4. Logic Models to Support Program Design, Implementation and
Evaluation (Shakman, 2014)
* Includes: information on the value and components of a logic model
e Developer: IES REL Program
5. A Practical Guide on Designing and Conducting Impact Studies in
Education (Song and Herman, 2009)
¢ Includes: a comprehensive report on experimental and quasi-
experimental research studies
e Developer: American Institutes for Research
6. RCT-YES (Mathematica Policy Research, 2016)
e Includes: a freely available software package for program evaluation
e Developer: Mathematica Policy Research
7. Program Development and Evaluation (University of Wisconsin—
Extension, 2016)
e Includes: written guides on logic models and program evaluation
e Developer: University of Wisconsin-Extension
8. W.K. Kellogg Foundation Logic Model Development Guide (W.K.
Kellogg Foundation, 2006)
¢ Includes: a step-by-step guide on logic models and program
evaluation

e Developer: University of Kansas Work Group for Community Health
and Development

9. Community Tool Box (Center for Community Health and Develop-

ment, 2017)

e Includes: materials explaining how to create and use a logic model in
community programs

e Developer: University of Kansas Work Group for Community Health
and Development
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To meet the ongoing evaluation condition for Tier IV, an LEA
might select an intervention that is already being studied or evaluated
by another organization, researcher, or stakeholder, even if the studied
intervention is being implemented in a different LEA or other setting,.
To determine whether there are ongoing studies on a program of inter-
est, an LEA can inquire with the intervention developer or use resources
from IES (IES, undated a) and its REL Program (IES, undated b)
to search for new research. Alternatively, an LEA may choose to
design and execute its own evaluation of an intervention as part of an
implementation plan. Doing so would take advantage of the Tier IV
evidence-building opportunity by contributing new knowledge about
the effects of an existing intervention. Designing a research study with
the capacity to produce at least promising evidence involves extensive
planning and input from many stakeholders. We suggest collaborat-
ing with school leaders, teachers, other school practitioners, parents,
and community members. In addition, state data sources, other state-
coordinated resources meant to support research and evaluation, and
partnering with researchers at a local university or research organi-
zation can be used to bolster an LEA’s research plans (Kane, 2017).
Freely available online materials provide information about planning
and running impact evaluations that meet WWC evidence standards;
see box on p. 61 for examples.

Summary

Our review indicated that a variety of SEL interventions have evidence
meeting the ESSA requirements for Tiers I through III. However, LEAs
are not restricted to the interventions reviewed. Organizations may
also consider interventions that meet Tier IV evidence. Tier IV evi-
dence requires a demonstrated research-based rationale that describes
why an intervention is likely to improve student outcomes or other
relevant outcomes—in the form of a logic model—and there must
be ongoing efforts to study the intervention’s effects. ESSA’s Tier IV
provides additional flexibility and encourages local experimentation,
which could ultimately enable states and LEAs to contribute to build-
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ing the evidence base for SEL interventions and thereby expand the
range of interventions that are available to future educators and policy-
makers across the United States. LEAs that are interested in adopting
interventions that meet the Tier IV criteria should consider partner-
ing with other LEAs and seeking guidance from the wide variety of
resources that are available on the development of logic models and the
design of evaluations.

In Chapter Seven, we summarize the key findings and recom-
mendations from our report.






CHAPTER SEVEN
Key Findings and Recommendations

In this final chapter, we summarize several broad findings that emerged
from our review. We then provide recommendations for practitioners
and policymakers who are interested in leveraging ESSA funds to sup-
port students’ SEL.

Key Findings

ESSA Offers Opportunities to Support SEL Through Several
Different Funding Streams

The legislation does not include the phrase social and emotional learning
but does provide multiple opportunities for states and LEAs to leverage
federal funds for interventions that support SEL. Title I targets eco-
nomically disadvantaged students. These funds can be used to support
interventions and practices that improve academic and other relevant
outcomes for these students and the schools that serve them, including
social and emotional competencies. Title II focuses on recruitment,
retention, and professional development of educators; SEAs and LEAs
can use federal funds to prepare educators to deliver SEL interventions
and assess social and emotional competencies. Title IV funds can be
used to support several related goals, including a well-rounded educa-
tion and the development of safe and healthy students, both inside and
outside the school day.

69
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Educators Have Many Options for SEL Interventions That Meet ESSA
Evidence Requirements

Odur review revealed a variety of SEL interventions that meet ESSA evi-
dence requirements, facilitating the possibility of finding an evidence-
based SEL intervention that meets local needs. As discussed in Chapter
Five, most of the interventions we identified have demonstrated positive
effects on intrapersonal and interpersonal outcomes; further, several
ESSA-eligible interventions have also demonstrated positive effects on
other important outcomes, such as academic achievement and school
climate. Our review focused primarily on interventions that utilize
explicit, freestanding instruction through which social and emotional
competencies are explicitly taught. Educators have several options for
interventions that help students develop these competencies through
classroom curriculum, changing the learning environment, engaging
family and community members, and providing opportunities to learn
and practice competencies outside the classroom and in out-of-school-
time contexts. More than 40 interventions have been validated on sam-
ples predominantly consisting of economically disadvantaged students
targeted by Title I ESSA funds. Teachers are the primary providers for
most identified interventions, and school staff received materials and/
or professional development to deliver the intervention that could be
supported by Title IT ESSA funds in many evaluations. Educators can
use our intervention lists in Appendix B to identify evidence-based
SEL interventions, then use our detailed summaries of each ESSA-
eligible intervention in our companion volume to select the interven-
tions that best meet their local context and needs.

The Number of SEL Interventions That Meet ESSA Evidence
Requirements Is Greatest for Elementary Schools and Urban
Communities

Most of the interventions that we identified as meeting the strong,
moderate, or promising evidence tiers (Tiers I-III) have been validated
for use with elementary school students, with fewer options available
for middle and high school students. This discrepancy is not surprising,
especially given that explicit SEL interventions are more likely to target
elementary than secondary students. In addition to school level, we



Key Findings and Recommendations 71

also identified more ESSA-eligible SEL interventions for urban com-
munities than for suburban and rural communities.

Although the reasons for these differences are not clear, one pos-
sible explanation for a greater number of SEL interventions for ele-
mentary school grade levels relates to the departmentalized nature of
academic instruction and the tighter scheduling constraints at many
middle and high schools. Because these schools’ schedules might not
accommodate free-standing lessons, educators may be more likely to
address SEL through integration into academic instruction or school
climate and discipline initiatives. They might also be more likely to
deliver SEL-related interventions as part of programs focused on pre-
venting high-risk behaviors (e.g., substance use) or targeted to at-risk
students demonstrating social and emotional difficulties rather than
universally to entire cohorts (e.g., classrooms or grade levels).

This difference also probably reflects differences in the extent to
which explicit SEL instruction meets the developmental needs of stu-
dents at different age levels. A review of research on SEL interventions
with adolescents (Yeager, 2017) suggests that efforts to improve stu-
dents’ social and emotional competencies through direct instruction
might not be the most effective with these students. Instead, interven-
tions that emphasize students’ mind-sets and the broader school cli-
mate appear to be the most promising, perhaps because they are more
developmentally aligned with adolescents’ needs, such as autonomy,
respect from peers and adults, and a sense of competence.

These findings reinforce the need for educators to be judicious
and cautious when considering the implementation of an intervention
in grade or school levels significantly distant from those in which the
intervention was validated. Both students’ psychological development
and the social and emotional demands of their environments differ sig-
nificantly across school levels, making the developmental appropriate-
ness of an intervention a key consideration for implementation. Educa-
tors should seriously consider whether the goals and competencies of
an intervention match the targeted sample.

The prevalence of studies conducted in urban schools may be due
in part to the fact that urban districts tend to be larger than other dis-
tricts and therefore can accommodate larger studies; it is also possible
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that such districts are more amenable to SEL research because of a per-
ceived need for evidence in this area.

Interpersonal Competencies Are the Most Common Outcomes
Positively Impacted in Studies of Evidence-Based Interventions

Our review examined a range of student outcomes, but we found that
most studies reported positive impacts on social and emotional compe-
tencies rather than on other outcomes, such as academic achievement. Of
course, this focus is not unexpected, given the emphasis of SEL interven-
tions on helping students improve these competencies. Of the two broad
categories of social and emotional competencies we considered, interper-
sonal competencies (e.g., hostile attribution biases, prosocial behaviors,
interpersonal communication, and social problem-solving skills) were
more likely to be positively affected than intrapersonal competencies
(e.g., attention, concentration, emotional regulation, and perseverance).

Recommendations for Educators and Policymakers

Conduct a Needs Assessment to Inform Decisions About SEL
Interventions

Regardless of whether ESSA requires a needs assessment for drawing
on a particular funding stream, schools and LEAs should consider car-
rying out assessments that can help determine what types of SEL inter-
ventions will meet local needs. This assessment might include direct
measures of students’ social and emotional competencies and broader
measures of school climate or other relevant school-level conditions.
A needs assessment can help ensure that limited resources are focused
on the most important activities and that the selected interventions
will be aligned with local needs and objectives. The nonregulatory
guidance and the online resources we listed in Chapter Six provide
further details on how to design and run a successful needs assessment.

Use the List of Interventions in This Review as a Starting Point
Our review provides a broad range of evidence-based interventions that
educators can use as a resource. However, the results of this review
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should not be treated as a definitive list of approved options. Although
the interventions identified in this review meet ESSA evidence require-
ments, it is possible that none of them will adequately address the needs
of a specific set of students or schools. Moreover, even if an intervention
does not currently meet ESSA requirements according to our review,
such evidence might be available in the future, especially given the
growing focus on research examining SEL interventions. Educators
may also adapt an intervention to fit their own circumstances and goals,
drawing on the evidence from the intervention to support a claim that
their approach meets evidence Tiers I through III. To be as similar as
possible to interventions as validated in Tier I through III evaluations,
the replication should consider the key activities, strategies, and prac-
tices of the original intervention.

Take Advantage of Tier IV Flexibility if Needs Cannot Be Met by
Interventions with Stronger Evidence

Although some funding streams require interventions to meet Tiers I
through III, others permit the use of funds for Tier IV interventions.
This provides opportunities for educators to draw on a wider range of
interventions. It also allows educators to create new interventions or
significantly adapt existing approaches to fit local contexts, provided
creators can offer a research-based rationale and engage in ongoing
evaluation of these efforts. LEA and school leaders could consider
forming consortia to design and carry out evaluation activities and to
learn from one another’s efforts and should look to external resources,
such as the RELs, for evaluation guidance.

Provide Professional Development and Other Supports to Build
Educators’ Capacity to Gather and Use Evidence of Program
Effectiveness

Gathering and reading peer-reviewed literature to glean information
about evidence is a time-consuming and resource-intensive process. In
many cases, educators will not even have the opportunity to access
relevant articles because the information sits behind paywalls estab-
lished by academic journal publishers. Reports like this one, along
with other related resources, such as the “Evidence for ESSA” webpage
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(Center for Research and Reform in Education, 2017) and some of the
REL resources, can reduce or, in some cases, eliminate the need for
educators to review literature and assess the quality of evidence. SEAs
and LEAs should consider ways to provide professional development,
including coaching and professional learning communities, to promote
educators’ awareness of these resources and capacity to use the infor-
mation the resources provide. Moreover, teachers or other educators
expected to contribute to ongoing evaluation efforts will need guidance
and opportunities to collaborate with colleagues to help design rigor-
ous evaluations. One important but often overlooked resource is dedi-
cated time for reading, collaborating, and engaging in other activities
that will enable teachers and staff members to gather and use evidence
to inform their practice.

Consider a Variety of SEL Programs and Strategies When Designing
Approaches to Improving Students’ Social and Emotional
Competencies

As we discussed in Chapter One, explicit stand-alone programs are not
the only way schools can promote social and emotional competencies.
Other approaches include integration of SEL into academic instruc-
tion (e.g., by engaging students in historical debates that promote inter-
personal competencies) and school climate or discipline programs that
emphasize SEL skills. The ESSA funding streams that we summarized
in Chapter Three can also be used to support these other strategies,
so educators should consider how to create an integrated approach to
addressing these social and emotional competencies, rather than focus-
ing exclusively on a single program or curriculum. This approach should
be aligned across grade levels to the extent possible, so that students
experience a common, coherent approach to SEL throughout the school
day and as they progress through school (O’Connor et al., 2017).

Address Local Conditions to Promote Effective SEL Implementation

Adopting an evidence-based intervention does not, of course, guar-
antee results that match those found in the reviewed research. One
consideration for educators and policymakers who adopt new inter-
ventions is the need to ensure that the broader conditions are in place
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to support high-quality intervention implementation. These conditions
include high-quality, customized professional development; a support-
ive schoolwide culture; and district and school policies that provide
time and resources for SEL interventions. In addition, external part-
ners who provide technical assistance might help address these condi-
tions and support implementation, although the quality of that support
can vary. Guidance for promoting high-quality SEL implementation
appears in several reports (Jones et al., 2017; O’Connor et al., 2017;
Kendziora and Yoder, 2016), and we note in our companion volume
which interventions have dedicated websites containing information
on technical assistance and implementation support.

Continue to Improve SEL Measurement

The studies reviewed in this report relied on a variety of assessments
of students’ social and emotional competencies. Most of these mea-
sures have some evidence of reliability and validity for their intended
uses, including for research purposes, but were not necessarily
designed to support day-to-day instructional decisionmaking and
continuous improvement efforts. Educators continue to lack access to
high-quality assessments that meet their specific needs, particularly
those that impose low burdens and costs. In addition to continuing to
invest in high-quality intervention studies, funders and policymakers
should prioritize efforts to improve measurement, particularly those
efforts that involve collaborations between assessment developers and
potential users who can provide guidance that will help ensure that the
resulting tools meet educators’ needs.

Provide Feedback on Evidence Tier Requirements

Due to remaining ambiguity in ESSA evidence requirements and vari-
ability in how states may interpret these requirements, we made several
methodological decisions that may differ from other reviews identify-
ing evidence-based interventions under ESSA and that may differ in
the future should greater clarity or changes to the evidence require-
ments arise. In addition to ambiguities, some issues result from poten-
tial inconsistencies between WWC evidence standards and recommen-
dations in the nonregulatory guidance on interpreting ESSA evidence
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Looking Ahead

The flexibility built into ESSA, particularly with regard to
Tier IV, offers extensive opportunities for future research that
is informed by the needs and goals of local practitioners and
policymakers. The potential for growth in evidence-based SEL
interventions is great but will require collaborative efforts from
researchers, educators, and policymakers at all levels to promote
high-quality research and evaluation activities accompanied by
dissemination strategies that make the findings widely accessi-
ble to potential users.

requirements (which recommends following WWC evidence stan-
dards for Tiers I and II). Because these ambiguities remain, we encour-
age educators to provide feedback to SEAs and the U.S. Department
of Education about particularly pressing ambiguities in the evidence
standards. Moving forward, we particularly encourage the exploration
of more-stringent criteria for the highest evidence tiers and the promo-
tion of established approaches for considering the body of evidence
in decisionmaking (Guyatt et al. 2008; Alonso-Coello et al., 2016a;
Alonso-Coello et al., 2016b). In addition, because some ambiguities
stem from missing details in evaluation reports, we encourage evalua-
tors to preregister their evaluations and report their evaluations more
comprehensively (Grant et al., 2013) to increase the utility of the find-
ings to educators.



APPENDIX A
Additional Technical Details for Evidence Review

Developing the Conceptual Framework

We consulted with key members of the Wallace Foundation and
reviewed seminal work on SEL to establish the conceptual framework
for our review. After reviewing several frameworks that categorized
outcomes in SEL, we designed our conceptual framework around the
categories from the NRC framework. The NRC framework classifies
competencies into three broad domains—cognitive, intrapersonal, and
interpersonal—each of which includes several clusters of competen-
cies. We used this framework to design our review process because
it encompasses a wide range of social and emotional competencies,
associates broad clusters of competencies with specific constructs, and
reflects consensus among experts who have studied SEL from a vari-
ety of disciplinary perspectives. We ultimately included all five clusters
from the intrapersonal and interpersonal domains to form the basis
of our SEL review framework—excluding any clusters from the NRC
cognitive domain.

Search Strategy
We used the following general SEL search strings for ERIC (all other

search strings are available upon request):

77
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ERIC; all doc types; 2002 to 22 September 20165 English
“public school*” OR “Charter school*” OR “magnet school*” OR
“primary school*” OR “elementary school*” OR “secondary school*”
OR “middle school*” OR “high school*” OR “Grade school” OR
“grade school*” OR kindergarten*

AND

TT bully* OR AB bully* OR TT “career orientation” OR AB

“career orientation” OR TT “Character development” OR AB
“Character development” OR TT “character education” OR AB
“character education” OR TT citizenship OR AB citizenship OR

TT “civic engagement” OR AB “civic engagement” OR TT civility
OR AB civility OR TT collaboration OR AB collaboration OR T1
“commun* responsibility” OR AB “commun* responsibility” OR
TT competence OR AB competence OR TI conscientiousness OR
AB conscientiousness OR TT “conflict resolution” OR AB “conflict
resolution” OR TT “continuous learning” OR AB “continuous
learning” OR TT cooperation OR AB cooperation OR TT courage
OR AB courage OR TT “Decision making” OR AB “Decision
making” OR TT “dropout prevention” OR AB “dropout prevention”
OR TI “emotional development” OR AB “emotional development”
OR TTI “emotional intelligence” OR AB “emotional intelligence”
OR TTI “emotional learning” OR AB “emotional learning” OR TI
empath* OR AB empath* OR TT “ethical development” OR AB
“Ethical development” OR TT grit OR AB grit OR TT initiative

OR AB initiative OR TT integrity OR AB integrity TI “intellectual
openness” OR AB “intellectual openness” OR TT “interpersonal
skills” OR AB “interpersonal skills” OR T1 Leadership OR AB
leadership OR TI motivation OR AB motivation OR TI “non-
cognitive skills” OR AB “non-cognitive skills” OR T1I Perseverance
OR AB perseverance OR TT “positive youth development” OR

AB “positive youth development” OT TI pro-social OR AB pro-
social OR TT prosocial OR AB prosocial OR TI Resilience OR AB
resilience OR TT responsibility OR TT Responsibility OR TI SEL OR
AB SEL OR TTI “self-evaluation” OR AB “Self-evaluation” OR T1
“self-awareness” OR AB “self-awareness” OR T1 “Self-direction” OR



Additional Technical Details for Evidence Review 79

AB “self-direction” OR TT “Self-reflection” OR AB “Self-reflection”
OR TTI “Self-regulation” OR AB “Self-regulation” OR TT “social and
emotional learning” OR AB “Social and emotional learning” OR

TT “Social-emotional learning” OR AB “Social-emotional learning”
OR TT “Social awareness” OR AB “Social awareness” OR T1 “Social
development” OR AB “social development” OR TT “social emotional
education” OR AB “Social emotional education” OR TT “social
responsibility” OR AB “social responsibility” OR TT “social skills”
OR AB “social skills” OR TI teamwork OR AB teamwork OR T1
tolerance OR AB tolerance OR TT “whole child” OR AB “whole
child” OR TT “work ethic” OR AB “work ethic” OR TT restorative
OR AB restorative OR TT Reparation OR AB reparation OR T1I
respect OR AB respect OR TT reintegration OR AB reintegration
OR TI circle OR AB circle OR TI Offender OR AB offender OR T1
Conferencing OR AB conferencing

AND

“rigorous research” OR impact OR effect OR outcome OR
“randomized control” OR RCT OR “quasi-experimental” OR RCT
OR correlational OR quantitative OR “research synthesis” OR “meta
analysis” OR review OR evaluat*

NOT

SU Foreign countries

Screening and Eligibility Assessment

We first screened the titles and abstracts of all retrieved citations. We
uploaded all retrieved citations into the EPPI-Reviewer software for
evidence synthesis (EPPI-Centre, 2017). Each citation was screened
independently by two researchers (ten researchers in total were involved
in title and abstract screening) using the following criteria:

* EXCLUDE on language: not published in English
* EXCLUDE on noneducation focus: does not address a topic
related to education
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e EXCLUDE on country: not in United States, its territories, and
tribal communities (i.e., 50 states, Washington D.C., Bureau of
Indian Education, Department of Defense Dependent Schools,
Department of Defense Education Activity, American Samoa,
Guam, Northern Mariana Islands, Puerto Rico, and U.S. Virgin
Islands)

* EXCLUDE on date: manuscript published before 2002 or inter-
vention implemented before 1994

* EXCLUDE on conference citation: conference abstract, presenta-
tion, panel, or paper

* EXCLUDE on publication type: OpEd; letter to the editor; news-
paper, magazine, or newsletter article, book or book chapter, book
review

* EXCLUDE on population age: either pre-K or postsecondary

e EXCLUDE on population status: not currently enrolled in public
school

* EXCLUDE on setting: taking place outside K—12 public schools

* EXCLUDE on intervention status: unintended or unplanned
actions and events that had an impact on SEL

* EXCLUDE on intervention purpose: interventions that were not
primarily designed to address social and emotional competencies
in the intrapersonal or interpersonal domains of the NRC frame-
work

e EXCLUDE on intervention target: intervention targets parents,
teachers, and/or school staff as participants (rather than students)

* EXCLUDE on special population: intervention focuses on K-12
students who are not an intact group, are a specially assembled
“at-risk” group, or have a specific indication

* EXCLUDE on outcomes: study does not measure an outcome in
at least one of the domains of interest (intrapersonal or interper-
sonal domains of the NRC framework, academic achievement in
mathematics or English language arts and reading as measured by
a standardized assessment, academic attainment, disciplinary out-
comes, civic attitudes and behaviors, or school climate and safety)

e EXCLUDE on study method: not an empirical study meeting
ESSA Tiers I-11I
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The research librarian obtained full texts for the citations that
at least one reviewer deemed potentially eligible. Each full text we
were able to retrieve was screened independently by two researchers
(ten researchers in total were involved in full-text eligibility assess-
ment) using the same criteria as for the title and abstract screening. We
included each citation deemed eligible by both reviewers. Disagree-
ments about eligibility were resolved by the review team. Overall, our
search identified over 24,000 citations, of which 4,943 went through
full-text eligibility assessment, yielding 150 manuscripts of eligible
studies evaluating 68 SEL interventions. Of these 68 SEL interven-
tions, 60 met ESSA Tiers I-I1I (see Figure A.1).

Data Extraction

For each included report, two researchers (ten researchers in total were
involved in data extraction) independently extracted the following data
when reported:

* study- and site-level characteristics

— month and year: the month(s) and year(s) during which the
study took place

— geographic location: geographic location(s) of the study (e.g.,
city, state, region)

— school district: school district(s) involved (e.g., number, names)

— number of schools: number of schools involved in the study

— number of classrooms: number of classrooms involved in the
study

— type of school: type of school(s) involved (e.g., charter, alterna-
tive)

— grade levels served: grade levels served at the school(s) involved
(e.g., pre-K to 6, K-8, 3-8)

— school size (total enrollment): total enrollment of school(s)
involved in the study

— community status: urban, suburban, or rural status of school(s)
involved in the study
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Figure A.1
Flow of Literature Search
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— district size: size of the district(s) involved in the study
— Title I: Title I status of the school(s) involved in the study
— low-income: low-income status of the school(s) involved in the

study
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students with disabilities: students with disabilities status of the
school(s) involved in the study

English language learners: English language learner status of
the school(s) involved in the study

race or ethnicity: race or ethnicity of students at the school(s)
involved in the study

school climate ratings: climate at the school(s) involved in the
study

school safety ratings: safety at the school(s) involved in the
study

discipline rates: discipline rates at the school(s) involved in the
study

attendance rates: attendance rates at the school(s) involved in
the study

school-level English language arts and reading performance:
reading performance rates at the school(s) involved in the study
school-level math performance: math rates at the school(s)
involved in the study

sample characteristics

recruitment procedures: how researchers recruited participants
for the study

eligibility criteria: inclusion and exclusion criteria for students
to be eligible for the study

sample size: full sample size and sample size for each interven-
tion and comparison group

age: average age (standard deviation) for full sample and for
each intervention and comparison group

sex or gender: percent female for full sample and for each inter-
vention and comparator group

race or ethnicity: reported race or ethnicity data for full sample
and for each intervention and comparator group

grade level: reported grade-level data for full sample and for
each intervention and comparator group

income (including free- or reduced-price lunch): reported income
data for full sample and for each intervention and comparator

group
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prior English language arts and reading achievement: reported
data for full sample and for each intervention and comparator
group

prior math achievement: reported data for full sample and for
each intervention and comparator group

prior discipline issues: reported data for full sample and for
each intervention and comparator group

prior absence and attendance: reported data for full sample and
for each intervention and comparator group

prior SEL ratings: reported data for full sample and for each
intervention and comparator group

English language learners: reported data for full sample and for
each intervention and comparator group

students with disability: reported data for full sample and for
each intervention and comparator group

gifted and talented students: reported data for full sample and
for each intervention and comparator group

old for grade or retained in a prior grade: reported data for full
sample and for each intervention and comparator group

* intervention and comparison group characteristics

name: name or a phrase that describes the intervention

theory of change: any rationale, theory, or goal of the elements
essential to the intervention

materials: any physical or informational materials used in the
intervention, including those provided to participants or used
in intervention delivery or in training of intervention providers,
as well as information on where the materials can be accessed
(such as online appendix, URL)

procedures: each of the procedures, activities, and/or processes
used in the intervention, including any enabling or support
activities

providers: expertise, background, and any specific training
given to intervention providers

format or modality: modes of delivery (such as face to face or
by some other mechanism, such as internet or telephone) of the
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intervention and whether it was provided individually or in a
group

— location and timing: type(s) of location(s) where the interven-
tion occurred, including any necessary infrastructure or rel-
evant features

— amount: number of times the intervention was delivered and
over what period, including the number of sessions; their
schedule; and their duration, intensity, or dose

— preplanned tailoring or adaptation: if the intervention was
planned to be personalized, titrated, or adapted, describes the
what, why, when, and how

— post hoc modifications: if the intervention was modified
during the course of the study, describes the changes (what,
why, when, and how)

— fidelity measurement: if intervention adherence or fidelity was
assessed, describes how and by whom and whether any strate-
gies were used to maintain or improve fidelity, describe them

— fidelity data: if intervention adherence or fidelity was assessed,
describes the extent to which the intervention was delivered as
planned

— cointerventions: other interventions delivered to the sample at
the same time as the experimental SEL intervention(s)

study methods

— design: study design that most accurately summarizes how
the participants have been assigned to intervention groups
(individual-RCT, cluster-RCT, nonrandomized assignment
by researchers, cohorts not assigned by researchers, noncohort
concurrent comparison group)

— participant assignment method: how participants were assigned
to groups (e.g., nature of randomization)

— allocation concealment: whether and how those who assigned
participants to groups were unaware of the assignment sequence
(mostly applicable only to RCTs)

— baseline equivalence: any reported information about baseline
equivalence
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blinding or masking: any information about blinding or mask-
ing participants, providers, and/or outcome assessors

overall attrition: overall attrition from the study at each follow-
up point

differential attrition: differential attrition from the study at
each follow-up point

selective outcome reporting: any information about selective
outcome reporting (e.g., evidence that the authors did not
report an outcome of interest that they measured, or an analy-
sis of interest that they conducted)

power calculation: power calculations done for the study
crossover or contamination: crossovers and/or contamination
between intervention and comparison groups in the study
analytic method: procedures used to estimate outcomes (covari-
ates of interest include pretest of outcome measure or related
measure in same domain if outcome measure is impossible to
measure at baseline, grade level or age, sex or gender, student
special status, community status, SES, race or ethnicity)
intention-to-treat procedures: analysis procedures related to
intention to treat versus per protocol or as treated

e outcome data

domain: relevant domain to assign the outcome measure (i.c.,
SEL, academic achievement, academic attainment, disciplin-
ary outcome, civic attitudes and behaviors, school climate and
safety)

measure: name of the measure used

validity: validity of the measure

reliability: reliability of the measure

time points: when the measure is made (e.g., postintervention,
three months postintervention)

metric: metric of the measure (e.g., change from baseline, follow-
up)

method of aggregation: method of aggregation of the measure
(e.g., mean, percentage)
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— mediation: whether there is a mediation analysis on at least one
measure in this outcome domain
— result: statistical significance and direction of effect.

Classifying the Evidence

To assign study findings to ESSA tiers, we used the ESSA legislation
itself, the nonregulatory guidance from the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, the EDGAR definition of evidence-based (U.S. Department of
Education, 2017), and guidance from WWC on its procedures and
standards (IES, 2014) for group designs:

* Tier I: We classified study findings as meeting Tier I if assignment
of participants to the intervention or comparison group was deter-
mined through a random process and if the combination of over-
all and differential attrition was low using the liberal boundaries
of attrition standards in the WWC handbook (IES, 2014). We
also classified all study findings deemed to meet WWC standards
without reservations in a WWC intervention report or single
study review as meeting Tier I, so long as the sample size and site
requirements for Tier I were met (see below).

e Tier II: We classified study findings as meeting Tier II if the base-
line equivalence requirements of the WWC handbook (IES, 2014)
were met for the analytic sample on either (1) a pretest in the same
domain as the outcome or (2), if such a measure did not exist, on
a measure of academic achievement and SES. We also classified
all study findings deemed to meet WWC standards with reser-
vations in a WWC intervention report or single study review as
meeting Tier II, so long as the sample size and site requirements
for Tier II were met (see below).

* Tier III: We classified study findings as meeting Tier III if they
did not meet Tier I or II but had a predictor of intervention status
or receipt in a statistical model (i.e., whether participants were
assigned to or received the SEL intervention rather than a com-
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parator intervention) and included some methodological or statis-
tical control for selection bias.

o Sample size and number of sites: To be classified as either Tier I or
Tier 11, study findings also needed to be based on a large analytic
sample (at least 350 students) and multiple sites (at least two dis-
tricts, LEAs, localities, or states). An outcome could cumulatively
meet the large sample (at least 350 students) and multisite (at least
two districts, LEAs, localities, or states) sample requirements if
multiple studies meeting the other requirements for the corre-
sponding tier found a positive result for this outcome. We did not
employ any sample size or site requirements for Tier III studies.

o Qutcome measures: For all studies, we did not include outsscome
measures that were clearly invalid, unreliable, overaligned with
the SEL intervention, or not measured in the same manner for
the intervention and comparison groups. To be consistent with
the nonregulatory guidance from the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation, we made these judgments using the WWC handbook
(IES, 2014). The lead author had ultimate discretion for judging
the eligibility of an outcome measure, based on the information
reported in included studies.

* Confounds: Any studies meeting the WWC definition for a con-
founding factor (e.g., intervention and comparison groups each
contain only a single unit) were ineligible for Tiers I and II but
were assessed for eligibility of meeting Tier III requirements.

* Results: For each relevant outcome meeting Tiers I through II1, we
assessed whether study findings were statistically significant and
favoring the SEL intervention (“positive”), not statistically signifi-
cant (“ns”), or statistically significant and favoring the compara-
tor intervention (“negative”). We used the statistical significance
levels reported by the study authors unless they did not account
for (1) clustering when there was a mismatch between the unit of
assignment and unit of analysis and/or (2) multiple comparisons
of impact on the same outcome measure. Following the WWC
handbook (IES, 2014), we attempted to compute clustering-
corrected statistical significance estimates if the authors did not
account for clustering and the Benjamini-Hochberg correction if
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the authors did not account for multiple comparisons on the same
outcome measure. For studies meeting Tier I or II, results that were
no longer statistically significant after accounting for clustering
or adjusting for multiple comparisons were relegated to Tier IIL
When included studies reported sufhicient data, we also calculated
effect sizes according to the WWC handbook (IES, 2014) for out-
comes meeting Tier I or II. To be consistent with WWC evidence
standards, we did not calculate effect sizes for outcomes meeting
Tier IIT unless they were downgraded due to the sample size or
multisite requirement from the nonregulatory guidance. In addi-
tion to assigning each study finding to an evidence tier, we also
assigned each intervention to an evidence tier based on the highest
rating achieved by any outcome across all studies.

ESSA Evidence Requirements That Would Benefit from
Further Clarity

Further clarification and confirmation would be particularly helpful
for the following issues:

* whether more-stringent criteria for study designs than the WWC
criteria are needed

* whether more-stringent criteria for outcome measures than the
WWC criteria are needed

* whether corrections for multiple comparisons should be made to
reduce the threat of type I errors

* what tier to assign (if any) when a study reports insufficient infor-
mation to make a conclusive tier determination

* how similar study samples and settings need to be to those of the
intended students and schools

* what features make a study “of the equivalent quality for making
causal inferences” to a study meeting WWC standards

* the role of effect sizes in tier determinations and prioritizing
which interventions educators should select.
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A final issue is determining how to assess the “totality” or “body of
evidence” for an intervention more formally. For example, according to
a strict interpretation of current guidance, one statistically significant
negative resule—even if the effect size is very small or even meaningless
in practice—could counter a body of evidence with numerous statisti-
cally significant positive results with practically important effect sizes.
Conversely, a study can meet the highest tier with only one statistically
significant positive result, even if that finding does not have a practi-
cally important effect size or the study has numerous nonsignificant
findings. Moreover, because research practices known to increase false
positive rates (e.g., analyzing an outcome numerous ways and reporting
only a selected subset of these analyses) are common in social interven-
tion research, it is possible that a single statistically significant effect is
an incorrect rejection of the null hypothesis (i.e., claiming there is an
effect when there actually is no effect).



APPENDIX B
Summary of Evidence Table

The nonregulatory guidance from the U.S. Department of Education
recommends that SEAs, LEAs, districts, schools, and other stakehold-
ers select relevant, evidence-based interventions that best serve the
needs identified in their needs assessments. This appendix provides a
brief snapshot of the evidence we found for each evidence-based SEL
intervention, while the detailed intervention summaries in our com-
panion volume provide a more extensive overview of each interven-
tion (Grant et al., 2017). From the nonregulatory guidance, we recom-
mend that educators use Table B.1 to guide the selection of relevant,
evidence-based interventions:

1. Start at the top of the table and work downward. The table is
organized by strength of the evidence for making causal infer-
ence according to the nonregulatory guidance, and the nonreg-
ulatory guidance recommends prioritizing these interventions
because inferences that the intervention led to positive effects
are more likely to be true.

2. Find the interventions that have positive results for outcomes
in the domains identified in a needs assessment as the biggest
priorities.

3. Among interventions addressing priority outcome domains,
identify those that have been validated in settings and popula-
tions similar to the one being served.

4. Among interventions addressing priority outcome domains with
relevant settings and populations, identify those that are feasible

91
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with LEAs’ local capacities by assessing the implementers of the

interventions and key intervention components.

5. Use the detailed intervention summaries in our companion
volume for further information on the highest tier of inter-
ventions that are locally feasible and address local priority out-
comes, settings, and populations to guide ultimate intervention
selection and implementation.

6. Among interventions reaching this stage, consider prioritiz-
ing those with larger effects on measures of interest and that
are likely to be acceptable—particularly to the students being
served.!

a. It is important to reiterate that stakeholders consider not
just the outcome domain, but the specific measures within
priority outcome domains to ensure that evidence of effect
matches the precise constructs of interest.

1 We caution against a deterministic use of effect sizes in intervention selection (i.e., always

selecting the intervention with larger effect sizes). Reasons other than the effectiveness of an
intervention can cause effect sizes to differ across studies (e.g., differing severity of social and
emotional deficits among students at baseline). Instead, we have recommended considering
effect sizes only after prioritizing the (1) quality of a study for making causal inferences,
(2) beneficial effects on priority outcome domains, (3) similarity of study context to context
of interest, and (4) feasibility of implementation in context of interest.
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Abbreviations

CASEL

EDGAR

ERIC
ESSA
IES

LEA
NRC
REL
RCT
SEA
SEL
SES
WWC

Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional
Learning

Education Department General Administrative
Regulations

Education Resources Information Center
Every Student Succeeds Act
Institute of Education Sciences
kindergarten

local education agency
National Research Council
Regional Education Laboratory
randomized-control trial

state education agency

social and emotional learning
socioeconomic status

What Works Clearinghouse
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