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growing body of research indicates that social and emotional competencies, such as collab-

oration and self-management, have important roles in students’ success, both in and out of

school. Proficiency in these competencies can enhance academic achievement and attain-

ment (Durlak et al., 2011; Osher et al., 2016; Taylor et al., 2017); improve students’ attitudes
and behaviors toward themselves and others (Durlak et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2017; Yeager, 2017);
and have a positive impact on later-life outcomes, such as earnings (National Academies of Sciences,
Engineering, and Medicine, 2016; National Research Council, 2012). As a result, educators and
policymakers are increasingly interested in helping students develop these competencies—a process
known as social and emotional learning (SEL).

The importance of evidence-based SEL interventions gained salience as a result of the passage
of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015. ESSA provides opportunities for state education
agencies (SEAs) and local education agencies (LEAs) to integrate SEL into schools’ instructional
activities and out-of-school time (OST) programs.' At least three funding streams within ESSA
can be used to support SEL through explicit lessons on social and emotional competencies, incor-
porating instruction for SEL into academic curricula, and creating classroom environments and
schoolwide climates favorable to SEL. However, many of the ESSA funding streams require educa-
tion leaders at the state and local levels to demonstrate that selected interventions meet the evidence
standards of the associated funding stream and are aligned to local needs as identified through a
needs assessment. The U.S. Department of Education (ED) published nonregulatory guidance in
September 2016 to assist education leaders in understanding the policy regulations and in selecting



evidence-based interventions, as defined by ESSA
(U.S. Department of Education, 2016). However,

this guidance is limited in both its scope and the
amount of detail provided; practitioners might need
additional support to ensure compliance with ESSA’s
evidence regulations.

Even before statewide ESSA plans were enacted,
educators across the United States were exploring
new approaches to SEL. Results from a national sur-
vey of school principals suggest that large majorities
of principals agreed that it was important to address
SEL and had a plan for doing so, but many principals
expressed a need to learn more about research-based
SEL strategies (DePaoli, Atwell, and Bridgeland,
2017). Moreover, relatively few principals reported

Jones et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2017). These resources
help educators sift through a wide range of available
interventions, as well as the unfiltered information
they receive from vendors and other sources, in order
to ensure that they are identifying evidence-based
approaches.

Although these resources can be enormously
helpful to educators seeking to adopt SEL interven-
tions that are grounded in high-quality research,
they do not address all the steps that educators
typically need to carry out to ensure high-quality
implementation and promote positive outcomes. As
shown in Figure 1 (adopted from the nonregulatory
guidance), education leaders should carry out five
steps to promote effective implementation of inter-

taking concrete steps to adopt evidence-based pro- ventions; we discuss these steps later in this report. A
grams. Our report, Social and Emotional Learning
Interventions Under the Every Student Succeeds

Act: Evidence Review (Grant et al., 2017), describes

the opportunities ESSA provides for supporting

crucial first step is a local needs assessment that helps
identify strengths and weaknesses, which in turn can
help educators determine which interventions will
best meet each school’s needs. Moreover, some ESSA
SEL, discusses the standards of evidence delineated funding streams require educators to conduct a needs
under ESSA, and synthesizes the research base on assessment to ensure that school improvement efforts

SEL interventions with respect to those evidence and the evidence-based interventions used to support

standards. Several other resources have been devel-
oped to help educators identify SEL interventions

to implement in their local contexts (CASEL, 2013;
CASEL, 2015; Durlak et al., 2011; Durlak et al., 2015;

Abbreviations

CASEL  Collaborative for Academic, Social, and
Emotional Learning

CNA comprehensive needs assessment

CORE California Office to Reform Education

ED U.S. Department of Education

ELA English language arts
ESSA Every Student Succeeds Act

LEA local education agency

OST out-of-school time

PD professional development

REL Regional Educational Laboratory
SEA state education agency

SEL social and emotional learning
SNA segmented needs assessment

FIGURE 1

Steps for Promoting Effective
Investments of Federal Funds

Identify
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implementation

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, 2016.

NOTE: The nonregulatory guidance for ESSA describes five steps
that SEAs, LEAs, and schools should take to promote effective
investments in federal funds.




those efforts are tailored to meet the needs of the
local community (Chiefs for Change and Results for
America, 2018; U.S. Department of Education, 2016).

Even in the absence of ESSA requirements,
selecting SEL interventions based on high-quality,
relevant data can be beneficial. Most educators have
access to a broad range of data that could inform a
decision about what SEL interventions to adopt, but
it can be challenging to make sense of these data
and to synthesize the information into a coherent
narrative that will inform decisions. The purpose of
this companion guide to our evidence review on SEL
interventions (Grant et al., 2017) is to provide support
for educators on assessing local SEL needs and using
these needs assessments to integrate SEL into school
practices and improvement efforts. While our guide
is especially pertinent to educators looking to lever-
age federal ESSA funds to support SEL, it can support
any SEA, LEA, or educational leader in responsibly
allocating scarce resources to support school-based
SEL interventions.

Overarching Considerations

Three overarching considerations should inform

how readers utilize this guide to inform local needs
assessments and identify SEL improvement strategies:
equity, coherence, and capacity.

Equity

Across the United States, SEAs and LEAs are
leveraging opportunities within ESSA to address
system-level sources of inequity. Many SEAs and
LEAs have established equity plans that guide local
practice and decisionmaking. A needs assessment
should be aligned with any equity plans that SEAs or
LEAs have established or are developing.

Regardless of whether an SEA or LEA has devel-
oped an explicit equity plan, decisions about SEL
practices should be informed by equity-related con-
siderations that are relevant in that particular local or
state context. Students from historically underserved
groups are more likely than their more-advantaged
peers to face challenging school and neighborhood
environments that can limit learning opportunities.
These include actions that are under schools’ control,

such as inequitable use of exclusionary discipline
practices (e.g., suspensions) or inequities in student
access to high-quality, rigorous coursework (Kostyo,
Cardichon, and Darling-Hammond, 2018). Students
might also be affected by biases that adults bring to
the school or classroom or by conditions in the com-
munity that schools are less able to influence.

Education leaders can use the needs assessment
process to identify potential sources of inequity and
develop plans to address them. SEL programs and
practices can support district and state equity goals,
though leaders also need to keep in mind the limita-
tions inherent in the use of SEL data and programs
to promote equity. SEL assessments, for instance,
may not be culturally appropriate for all students,
which could result in scores that do not accurately
reflect these students’ competencies. Students from
traditionally underserved groups often lack access
to SEL-supportive environments and activities, and
in many cases they tend to perform more poorly
than their more-advantaged counterparts on assess-
ments of social and emotional competencies (Hough,
Kalogrides, and Loeb, 2017). Education leaders need
to explore the reasons for these disparities, which
could include a combination of assessment bias and
differences in educational opportunities. Analyses of
data from a needs assessment should seek to identify
and understand these inequities and should be used
to inform decisions about SEL interventions that can
address them.

Education leaders can access several resources to
support their equity work. Some leaders might have
access to equity experts (e.g., from local universities)
who can serve as thought partners throughout the
needs assessment process, providing guidance on
how to adapt SEL interventions that meet the needs
of all students. Community-based organizations
that represent different constituencies also could be
asked to provide input at different stages in the needs
assessment process. The Learning Policy Institute
has provided several reports and briefs related to
the promotion of equity under ESSA, including one
focused on SEL (Learning Policy Institute, 2018).
Viewing decisions about SEL through an equity lens
can help leaders determine whether some students
are benefitting more than others from new interven-
tions and can shed light on possible remedies.




Coherence

Research on school reform suggests that the coher-
ence of concurrent improvement efforts is an import-
ant component of effective reform implementation
(Newmann et al., 2001). The same principle is likely
to apply in the SEL context, where there exists a
diversity of ways that schools might choose to engage
in SEL. Students’ social and emotional development
can be promoted through stand-alone curricula or
practices that are explicitly designed to enhance
learning of one or more social or emotional compe-
tencies, integration of SEL-promoting practices into
academic instruction or other activities, or efforts to
improve schoolwide climate and culture (Dusenbury
et al., 2015). Decisionmakers should consider strat-
egies to promote a coherent approach to enacting
SEL interventions; this could include the adoption
of a framework or set of best practices that underlies
all SEL activity (Stillman et al., 2018) and the use of
a common set of data from a needs assessment to
inform decisions about all aspects of SEL in a school.
Moreover, decisionmakers should help educators
understand how SEL can reinforce—rather than
detract from—other SEA and LEA goals, such as the
need to ensure that students meet academic content
standards (Johnson and Wiener, 2017).

In the same way that chosen interventions and
practices should enhance rather than detract from
the cohesiveness of the many initiatives and strat-
egies that local communities implement for school
improvement, SEAs and LEAs may want to con-
sider how the practices and data sources discussed
throughout this guide overlap or integrate with other
planned needs assessments or evaluations. Where
possible, any newly identified assessment practices
should complement, not duplicate, efforts already
in place. Users of this guide may consider engaging
or collaborating with colleagues outside the SEL
realm—such as academic curriculum developers—to
review planned practices for coherence.

Capacity

Although the comprehensive approach we describe
in this guide is ideal, we recognize that enacting
the full set of activities or strategies in this guide
may not be feasible, depending on local resources

and capacity. For example, implementing all of the
recommended data collection and analyses may be
beyond the expertise or availability of local staff. In
addition, conducting a needs assessment may place
additional burden on already-limited local resources,
including staff time, staff expertise, and SEA or LEA
funding. Consequently, educators who are interested
in adopting parts of this approach should review

the topics addressed in this guide and focus on the
activities that are most relevant to a particular deci-
sion or context. SEAs and LEAs should also consider
where existing or new partnerships—e.g., a Regional
Educational Laboratory (REL) or an external research
partner—may increase the local capability to imple-
ment the sophisticated data collection and analysis
strategies identified in this guide. Overall, we encour-
age users of this guide to identify current capabilities
and what is feasible in the short term, given current
resources and capacity. Over time, and as additional
resources become available, education leaders and
decisionmakers can fold in the recommendations in
this guide that were not initially adopted.

In the remaining sections of this guide, we dis-
cuss how to identify local SEL needs; how to priori-
tize needs for selecting SEL interventions; and how to
implement, monitor, and evaluate SEL interventions
once they are selected. These activities roughly align
with the steps depicted in Figure 1.

Identifying Local Social and
Emotional Learning Needs

An important first step in planning for the selection
and implementation of SEL interventions involves
identifying the specific student and school needs that
these interventions are intended to address.” A needs
assessment is a systematic practice for assessing
strengths, weaknesses, and areas for improvement
within an organization (Corbett and Redding, 2017).
It often includes an analysis of student and school
characteristics and performance, available local
resources, and constraining or enabling conditions
influencing the implementation of existing or new
initiatives. In the ESSA context, the results of a needs
assessment guide educators’ selection of priority




improvement areas and the interventions that will be
implemented to address those areas.

The WestEd Center on School Turnaround
(Corbett and Redding, 2017) identifies two types of
needs assessments: comprehensive and segmented.
Comprehensive needs assessments (CNAs) focus on
all aspects of performance within an organization.
For schools, this means considering the full scope
of a school’s instructional programs, human cap-
ital, and resource allocations, as well as the extent
to which current practices and resources meet the
learning and developmental needs of the school’s stu-
dents. Segmented needs assessments (SNAs) focus on
a subset of an organization’s performance or practice.
For example, an SNA may focus solely on assessing
the SEL needs of students in grades K-5. The type of
needs assessment—comprehensive or segmented—
guides the information collected and analyzed to
identify needs and plans for improvement. Under the
ESSA statute, SEAs and LEAs are required to base
comprehensive support and improvement plans on a
school-level needs assessment. The information and
discussion presented in this guide focus predomi-
nantly on CNAs, summarizing the data and informa-
tion sources that can be used in a CNA to support the
incorporation of SEL into planned school improve-
ment efforts. Notably, these same data features can be
used in an SNA to inform the selection of local SEL
interventions, as well as the more general applica-
tions of data-informed decisionmaking outside the
context of ESSA.

Developing a Needs Assessment

The results of a needs assessment should guide the
selection of strategies and approaches to be included
in a school’s improvement plan. In many states, SEAs
and LEAs have established tools or practices for
needs assessments, and they have provided guidance
or regulations on the types of data and information
that should be assessed to identify school needs.
Local communities can expand on SEA and LEA
requirements to ensure that local context is reflected
in needs assessments. It is important to note that for
some ESSA funding streams, schools and districts are
only able to use interventions that align with what is
measured in a needs assessment. Thus, to incorporate

interventions for SEL using these funds, indicators
related to SEL must be assessed.

Because a needs assessment is required for some
funding streams in ESSA and is closely tied to school
performance and improvement, needs assessments
will typically draw on measures used in the state-
wide accountability system, such as standardized
test scores and student attendance data. However,
the policy also includes a stipulation that SEAs and
LEAs identify the root causes of the needs identified
in each community. As such, many SEAs and LEAs
have expanded beyond common administrative data
sources to incorporate observation and assessment
rubrics that focus on the daily practices and policies
of a school.

In what follows, we briefly describe several data
sources that might be incorporated into a needs
assessment to help identify SEL-related needs. Prior
to collecting any new data, we suggest that decision-
makers develop a clear plan for how each data source
will be used to identify needs related to students’
social and emotional competences, as well as the
broader learning environment that can support stu-
dents’ social and emotional development.® Although
some of the data sources listed below draw on
information that is already available, others impose
some burden on educators, students, or both, so it is
important that the benefits of gathering this informa-
tion outweigh the costs. In addition, some degree of
parsimony in the data elements collected can reduce
the time required to analyze and process the infor-
mation, and the elements can facilitate interpretation
and use by educators.

For each category of data described in the next
section, we briefly discuss its relevance to the assess-
ment of SEL needs and, where relevant, the types of
indicators that can be generated from it. These data
sources are also summarized in Table 1. We also
describe the key limitations of each source. Educators
should keep these limitations in mind and should
evaluate each source in light of technical and practi-
cal considerations.




TABLE 1

Sources of Data for SEL-Related Needs Assessments

Data Type Data Examples
Administrative e Student achievement scores
e Attendance or disciplinary records
e Background demographics of students or staff
e Staff employment history
e Staff performance on evaluations
Surveys e Student, parents, staff, or community surveys on school climate or
school support and safety
Observation e Structured classroom observations that measure quality and
content of instruction
Professional development records e Professional development attendance

e Records on professional development content

SEL curricula e Curricula used with students in and out of school
e Competencies on which the curricula focus at each grade level
e Dosage of curricula students receive

LEA and school priorities and goals ¢ Information identifying current priorities and goals, obtained
through established documents, focus groups, or interviews with
key personnel and stakeholders

Local conditions e Demographics, resources, and conditions of the communities
surrounding the LEA or school

Social and emotional competency e Measures of student competencies from student self-reports, adult
ratings of students, or direct assessments of students

Data Sources That Can Inform a Needs
Assessment for SEL

Administrative Data

Each year, schools and districts collect data on stu-
dents, staff, programs, and policies. Many of these
data points are used by administrators on an ongoing
basis not only to ensure the instructional programs
at a school are delivered as intended, but also to
demonstrate compliance with local, state, and federal
regulations. These data include student enrollment,
demographics, achievement, attendance, and behav-
ioral records. Staff data often include education and
employment history, credentials, and certifications;
professional development courses attended; records
of absence or leave; and performance on evaluation
measures—e.g., classroom observation rubrics.
Program data can include costs, dates of delivery, stu-
dents or staff who participated in a program and the
dates of participation, and any program implementa-
tion or evaluation tracking. Such administrative data
can be utilized in a needs assessment. However, use

of these data must comply with local and state policy
regarding data security and privacy protections, so
users must first be aware of these policies.

The benefits of these data sources are that they
bear no additional cost to schools or districts when
using them in a needs assessment, other than the
time required to analyze and report on the data. For
the most part, these data are already integrated into
regular school operations. Moreover, the specific data
collected each year tend to remain consistent over
time, enabling the tracking of measures across mul-
tiple years. The major limitation of such data is that
the team conducting the needs assessment generally
has no control over when or in what form these data
are collected. Moreover, the format of the data may
differ from what the needs assessment team would
ideally utilize. Understanding what data are available
and in which format can help the needs assessment
team identify the types of measures they will be able
to create or access.

Decisionmakers can use these data in a variety
of ways to support assessment of SEL needs and




opportunities. For instance, student attendance
measures can support assessment of how much
exposure each student receives to the curriculum and
programs within a school: Students who only receive
80 percent of an SEL curriculum may be expected

to demonstrate lower progress toward meeting key
outcomes than students who are present 95 percent
of the days the SEL curriculum is delivered. Rates

of individual student absences may also reflect

levels of student engagement, a student’s sense of
safety and support within a school, or the quality of
relationships a student has developed with peers and
teachers. The needs assessment team should consider
each potential data source in light of its relevance

to understanding what SEL supports students have
received and what those students are likely to need
in the future. At the same time, the team should not
assume that each source of administrative data has
clear implications for assessing SEL needs simply
because the data are easily available.

Indicators related to student behavior, such as
disciplinary referrals, can be an especially valuable
source of information to guide decisions about SEL
approaches. However, decisionmakers should be
cautious about using SEL interventions solely as ways
to address student behavior challenges and should
use behavior data as only one of multiple sources
of information for identifying students’ social and
emotional needs. Educators should take a strengths-
based approach to SEL—one that focuses on a broad
range of developmental needs and promotes growth
for all students, rather than a deficit-based approach
that seeks primarily to remedy student behavior
problems (Weissberg et al., 2015). In addition, data
on disciplinary incidents should be viewed as sources
of evidence regarding not just student behaviors,
but also adults’ responses to those behaviors, and
should be interpreted in the context of the school’s
disciplinary policies and approaches. This context
could help decisionmakers assess whether changes to
the school’s disciplinary policies might be warranted
by clarifying the extent to which school policies
are restorative rather than exclusionary or punitive
and whether these policies are applied equitably
across student groups. Policies that focus on restor-
ative approaches and are equitably applied can help

promote students’ social and emotional development
(Greenberg et al., 2017).

Measures of student academic performance
are often used to identify areas of need and choose
grade-level-appropriate SEL strategies. Student
assessments can include annual state standardized
tests, language fluency assessments, and formative
or curricula-based assessments. Potential uses of
these data include identifying subgroups of students
who may struggle to work through challenging
math problems or complete close reading of texts.
These data may suggest the need for focusing on
persistence or emotion regulation (e.g., managing
frustration). English language learners might demon-
strate struggles with speaking and might benefit
from relationship-building activities where they work
on small-group tasks to practice interacting and
talking with peers. Adopted interventions can serve
to develop social and emotional competencies while
promoting additional academic-subject learning.
Thus, utilizing the various types of student assess-
ment data can guide the selection of SEL-related
practices while maintaining coherence with the many
improvement goals schools identify.

Surveys and Observations of School and
Classroom Environment

Measures of student-adult relationships and other
aspects of the learning environment can shed light on
the experiences that are provided in the classroom or
throughout the broader school. These measures often
take the form of surveys administered to school staff,
students, and family members. The Tripod survey, for
example, asks students to rate their classroom envi-
ronments on several dimensions, such as the extent
to which teachers hold high expectations for students
and the extent to which students believe teachers

care about them (Tripod Education Partners, 2018).
The U.S. Department of Education developed the ED
School Climate Surveys to measure student, staff, and
family perceptions of school climate; the surveys are
free for SEAs and LEAs, and they are accompanied
by supporting documentation about how to interpret
and use the data (U.S. Department of Education,
2018). The University of Chicago Consortium on
School Research has developed teacher and student




surveys that provide information about several
aspects of school and classroom climate and sup-
ports (Chicago Public Schools and UChicagoImpact,
2018). School and classroom climate measures can

be particularly valuable for helping educators assess
the extent to which students and staff believe that the
school environment offers the physical and emotional
safety and supports that are important for promot-
ing SEL outcomes (Devaney and Berg, 2016; U.S.
Department of Education, 2018).

In addition, many districts use structured
classroom observation rubrics to inform teacher
evaluation or professional development needs, and
these data can indicate the quality and content of
instruction. Some widely used rubrics, such as the
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS),
include measures of such factors as emotional sup-
port (Pianta, La Paro, and Hamre, 2008). They can
be particularly valuable for documenting educators’
current capacity, as well as tailoring professional
development and other supports to prepare them to
promote SEL in a more intensive way (Yoder, 2014).
Structured observation protocols or surveys can also
provide evidence of the extent to which educators are
adopting specific SEL-focused practices and whether
those practices are used in an equitable way across
classrooms and student groups.

Surveys and observations can generate indica-
tors of school or classroom environment that can be
incorporated into a needs assessment. Many surveys
are designed to support the aggregation of individ-
ual survey items into a scale or index that captures
an aspect of the environment, such as quality of
relationships among staff or degree of challenge
in instruction. Observation rubrics also typically
support the aggregation of individual rubric items for
constructing scales or indices that reflect observed
aspects of a learning environment, such as opportu-
nities that youths have to develop a sense of belong-
ing or make choices based on their own interests.

Surveys and observations provide opportunities
to gather input from key stakeholder groups and to
capture direct evidence of classroom and school prac-
tices and the overall learning environment. However,
users of these data should keep in mind the possi-
bility that the validity of inferences based on these
measures could be threatened by either conscious or

unconscious efforts to manipulate the results, which
are especially likely if stakes are attached to the mea-
sures. For instance, principals tend to assign higher
ratings to classroom observations when those data
are used for high-stakes teacher evaluation compared
with when they are primarily used for professional
learning purposes (Grissom and Loeb, 2017). In addi-
tion, observations require substantial up-front invest-
ments of time and resources for training to ensure
the collection of useful data, yet these observations
usually capture information at a single point in time
rather than events over the course of the academic
year. Surveys can be designed to gather information
more quickly over a longer time period, but surveys
rely on respondents’ ability to recall earlier events
and their willingness to respond candidly. Surveys
also sometimes lack important contextual informa-
tion that can facilitate accurate interpretation.

Professional Development Offerings and
Participation

Data on professional development (PD) can provide
insight on what SEL-related dimensions are covered
in workshops, coaching, or mentoring sessions and
who is participating in these sessions (e.g., teachers,
principals, other school staff). Data on participation
in workshops or job-embedded PD, such as coaching
and mentoring, can be collected in several ways. For
instance, a central office staff member can track the
focus and amount of various types of PD provided,
whereas data on participation might be collected
through staff surveys or sign-in sheets. In addition
to collecting participation data, information on the
content of workshops and coaching and mentoring
can provide helpful data on topics covered. Detailed
information on content can include agendas, lesson
plans, and coaching logs or reports. Many schools
and districts already collect data on PD offerings and
participation, although the specific data collected
varies across schools and districts.

Having detailed data on professional develop-
ment received and offered and on satisfaction with
workshops or coaching and mentoring can provide
evidence on existing gaps in the types of trainings
that are offered and who is receiving that training.
For example, data on participation can shed light on




whether all, some, or few staff are taking up offerings
and whether some staff are attending or receiving
training on certain SEL topics more frequently than
others. Additionally, PD offerings data can help
determine whether effective strategies are being
employed—such as the provision of active learning
opportunities, as opposed to workshops or lecture
series, which may be less effective (Garet et al., 2001).

Although PD offerings and participation data
provide valuable information on trainings offered
and trainings received, these data do not indicate
whether the trainings translated to improved prac-
tice. For example, a teacher might receive several
job-embedded coaching sessions but might employ
fewer SEL-related instructional practices than others
who had fewer training sessions. Additionally, PD
attendance data does not signal engagement in the
session or workshop. Decisionmakers should con-
sider drawing on other available data sources that
could better assess actual practices, such as class-
room observations and surveys that the school might
already be using, to supplement professional develop-
ment participation data.

Information About SEL Curricula in School
and During Out-of-School Time

Schools and districts may wish to review SEL curric-
ula used in classrooms or OST activities that might
provide important SEL opportunities to students.
Information collected on curricula—such as type
(e.g., brand, package) used, dosage, lesson instructors
(e.g., teachers, guidance counselors), and other com-
ponents—can inform which SEL-related content is
provided, and how it is provided. Curricula may vary
by grade level or classroom, so collecting detailed
information is important to understand this varia-
tion. Curricula information is likely to be collected at
multiple levels, such as the classroom, school, or LEA.
In addition to reviewing formal curricula, decision-
makers should collect information on informal SEL
activities (e.g., assemblies or rewards for demonstrat-
ing school values), school mission or vision state-
ments, and school policy documents.

OST data might include grade levels and stu-
dents served, activities provided, curricula used, staff
qualifications and training, and program quality.

Detailed information on student participation (such
as daily attendance for specific activities) and OST
program features (such as the type of instruction
provided, opportunity for choice, and staff quali-
fications) can illuminate students’ SEL experiences
outside of the school day. OST data are typically
collected by the OST program and can be stored in a
central database, such as with a YMCA home office
or school district, or with independent programs.
Obtaining these data and linking them with other
school data may pose challenges, especially if data
are missing, incomplete, or lacking sufficient student
identifiers to enable linking.

A challenge to reviewing curricula is that educa-
tors sometimes implement only parts of a curriculum
rather than the entire curriculum. Tracking varia-
tions in curricula used is important for understand-
ing strengths and gaps, but it is likely difficult to do
so if the data are not collected at the appropriate level
and in a way that addresses incomplete implemen-
tation. Additionally, data collected on OST pro-
grams may vary by program or may not be complete
enough to conduct a full needs and content analysis
of the programs and activities in which students
are engaged. Data from external programs, such as
those that are not affiliated with schools, may require
extensive data cleaning and mapping to school data
to understand program content and student partici-
pation, which requires staff time and data expertise.

Local Education Agency and School Social
and Emotional Learning Priorities and Goals

Conducting a thorough needs assessment includes
documenting current LEA and school SEL priorities
and goals. This information can help LEAs and school
leaders refine priorities and goals, and it helps ensure
that decisions about SEL interventions are informed
by an understanding of what educators want to
accomplish with those interventions. Information
about LEA and school priorities and goals might be
obtained through document reviews, interviews, or
focus groups. The latter two can help leaders learn
about what SEL priorities and goals staff believe
should be included in the LEA and school plans and
how practices should be altered to meet the goals.




Publicly available resources, such as those
provide by the Collaborative for Academic, Social,
and Emotional Learning (CASEL),* can aid in
gathering data on LEA and school priorities and
goals and developing key indicators from the data
to determine whether current practices are meeting
them. For example, CASEL provides separate tools
and assessments for central offices and schools so
that leaders can ask targeted questions and gather
data about school and district SEL capacity and
available resources. Assessment tools—either from
a partner like CASEL or developed locally—enable
leaders to share findings with stakeholders and may
help leaders gain consensus on areas for improve-
ment. Additionally, a thorough review of capacity,
resources, needs, priorities, and goals may benefit
from the inclusion of outside experts who can help
gather the data and synthesize it for school and
district leaders. Such a thorough needs and priorities
review is likely to require a significant amount of
staff time and resources; outside experts can provide
needed support in an objective way.

A thorough assessment has some drawbacks.
First, the assessment is happening at one point in
time. Consequently, it is likely that practices will
change, school staff and teacher opinions could shift,
and school funding might alter priorities and goals.
Continually updating the assessment and priorities
and goals would be ideal but requires significant
time and resource investments. Second, available
resources—including time—could limit the amount
of input provided by school or district staff. Having
insufficient information could lead to the establish-
ment of goals or priorities that are not shared widely
within the school or district or goals or priorities that
may be hard to attain with the available resources.

Local Conditions Related to Contextual
Factors

Considering local conditions is critically important
for informing an SEL-focused needs assessment.
Community data on neighborhood conditions,
family poverty levels, adverse childhood experi-
ences (e.g., stress and trauma), and available family
resources (such as food or nutrition assistance or
housing assistance) can help educators understand

ways that students’ environments might influence
their needs. Data on neighborhood and community
conditions, such as demographic information and
crime statistics, are likely available from county or
state government websites. Additionally, some demo-
graphic information (e.g., race and ethnicity, family
poverty, home ownership) is available at the county
level from the American Community Survey (ACS).?
Community resource data, such as the availability

of community services, most likely can be found
through local United Way chapters or county govern-
ment websites. More detailed data on local context
can also be gathered through family member surveys
or focus groups, although these data may be less
representative than government-gathered statistics.
Gathering local context data from publicly avail-
able databases, such as ACS; hosting focus groups
with families; or fielding surveys can be resource
intensive, and data analyses from these sources will
require expert staff or support from external part-
ners. Additionally, local context data will not neces-
sarily provide a complete picture of student life and
should be considered as one category of data in the
needs assessment.

Social and Emotional Competency
Assessments

Finally, measures of students’ social and emotional
competencies can help schools identify those areas
where students are in need of support, either for the
student body as a whole or for specific subgroups of
students. Adopting social and emotional competency
assessments can be helpful not only for an initial
needs assessment, but also for monitoring students’
development of these competencies and tracking the
outcomes of SEL interventions. Several resources
provide information about social and emotional
competency assessments; these include the RAND
Education Assessment Finder (RAND Corporation,
2018), the Assessment Work Group Guide
(Measuring SEL, 2018), and the American Institute
for Research’s Ready to Assess tool (American
Institutes for Research, 2015).

Most social and emotional competency assess-
ments can be classified into three broad categories:
student self-report surveys, which ask students to

10



answer questions or respond to prompts about their
behaviors and beliefs; ratings of student behaviors
or competencies provided by others, including peers
or adults, such as teachers or family members; and
direct assessments of students’ competencies that
require students to apply their skills directly to
answer questions or solve problems. McKown (2015)
provides additional detail and explanation of the
strengths and limitations of various approaches.
Each of the three assessment approaches has
limitations, including threats to validity. For example,
student self-reports can produce inaccurate infor-
mation if the reading level of the questions is too
high, and self-reports can be subject to various types
of reporting biases. Teacher reports can be burden-
some and may also be subject to biases, possibly
unconscious, related to the characteristics of students
with whom teachers typically interact or the prior
exposure teachers have had to SEL-related concepts.
Teacher reports also focus on observable behaviors

and therefore might lead to inaccurate inferences if
students’ actions do not reflect all of their underlying
competencies. Direct assessments are, in general,
less subject to the reporting biases that can affect
student and teacher reports, but there are few such
assessments available for use in schools, and the
administration of such assessments often requires
technological resources and support that might not be
available. Moreover, the performance-based tasks that
these assessments typically include can be unfamil-
iar to students, and the scoring protocols are usually
more opaque than those for student and teacher
reports. As with all assessments, educators should use
these only to support inferences and uses for which
validity and reliability evidence has been gathered.
Another challenge that users of social and
emotional competency data might face is a lack of
availability of assessments for all grade levels and
competencies. The gaps in availability of high-quality
assessments for some grade levels and competencies

Examples of Social and Emotional Learning—Related Measures in State and District Needs

Assessments

Many states and districts have already integrated SEL-focused measures from administrative data, surveys, and
observations into their accountability systems and comprehensive needs assessments. Below, we highlight a

few examples of the data sources being utilized.

e The Colorado Department of Education integrates a wide range of data sources into its Unified
Improvement Planning. These sources include survey measures assessing student perceptions of safety
and climate and a diagnostic appraisal rubric. Among other critical aspects of a school’s instructional
environment, the rubric includes assessing the degree to which instructional planning involves a focus on
student interpersonal and intrapersonal competencies, such as collaboration, self-direction, invention, and
the degree to which the school is a welcoming and inviting environment for students, staff, and families

(Colorado Department of Education, 2012).

e As of fall 2018, the California Office to Reform Education (CORE) districts incorporate measures of student
SEL in the accountability system and rely on student self-report surveys of students in grades 5-12. These
surveys measure self-efficacy, growth mindset, self-management, and social awareness. CORE’s School
Quality Improvement Index is published annually and calculates both status and change on these SEL

measures (CORE Districts, 2017).

e The Tennessee Department of Education (TDOE) provides LEAs with a School Climate Measurement
Package at no cost. The package includes surveys for students, family members, and staff. Currently, only
a subset of schools are expected to implement the survey as part of their needs assessment. According
to the state’s approved ESSA state plan, the TDOE is considering a requirement for all of the lowest-
performing schools to administer the surveys. Regardless, the TDOE suggests that having accessible
school climate data enables communities to understand the relationship between the learning conditions to
which students are exposed and the academic outcomes those students achieve (Tennessee Department

of Education, 2018a and 2018b).
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create opportunities for LEAs to collaborate with
assessment developers and researchers to explore new
assessment approaches and pilot them (LaRocca and
Krachman, 2018). These types of collaborations can
help generate better assessments that meet the needs
of the field, even if they do not immediately produce
data that are usable for a needs assessment.

Evidence regarding students’ social and emo-
tional competencies might also be gleaned from other
sources, such as report cards and records of students’
extracurricular activity participation. However, using
these sources to make inferences about competen-
cies is not straightforward and should be done with
caution and in relation to findings from other data
sources. Table 2 lists some important practical and
technical considerations that should inform the selec-
tion of assessments. These considerations include the
technical quality of the assessment and the practical
conditions and constraints that need to be addressed
to ensure that administration and use of the assess-
ment can be carried out in a sound and appropriate
way.

TABLE 2

Analyzing Data for a Needs
Assessment

A needs assessment should not only utilize data
from multiple sources (e.g., administrative records,
observations of classroom practices) but should also
examine the available data using multiple analytic
approaches. In this section, we describe different
types of analyses and highlight how they can contrib-
ute to the identification of need or demonstration of
improvement. Not all data sources can be examined
using each approach (e.g., multiple years of data
might not be available), but local communities should
consider which approaches will provide the type of
information needed to identify and address local
priorities. Additionally, communities should consult
with SEA or LEA staff or external partners with the
needed analytic expertise to ensure that the desired
analyses are appropriate and feasible to provide the
needed information.

Cross-sectional analyses are methods that look
at data at a single point in time and for a subset of
observations (e.g., only third graders) in the data. For

Considerations When Selecting Social and Emotional Competency Assessments

Practical Considerations

Cost Consider total dollar amount required for initial acquisition
and ongoing administration

Required training

Consider training required for administration, scoring, and

use of the assessment

Ease of scoring

Consider whether scoring is done by computers or by people

and whether complex scoring rules are involved

Ease of administration

Consider administration mode (e.g., paper, computer,

behavioral observation) and whether time and other
resources will support it

Ease of technological implementation, if applicable

For technology-based assessments, consider requirements

related to hardware, software, and internet access, as well
as needed supports (e.g., support from a district technology
coordinator)

Technical Considerations

Validity

Consider extent to which evidence supports the intended

score interpretations and uses

Reliability

Consider extent to which the assessment produces similar

results under consistent conditions

Fairness

Consider extent to which evidence supports the intended

score interpretations and uses for individuals from all
relevant subgroups
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example, the self-report scores for students, by grade
level, on a self-efficacy scale from the most recent
school year provide a cross-section of data that can
be examined.

Longitudinal analyses evaluate performance over
time. For example, longitudinal methods can be used
to follow a cohort of students from kindergarten to
tifth grade to track how rates of annual school atten-
dance change from one year to the next. Longitudinal
methods can also be used to explore how attendance
by successive cohorts of third-grade students changes
over time (e.g., from 2010 to 2018). Analyses such as
the first example, which follows a single cohort as
they progress through school, can support different
inferences than the second example, which exam-
ines performance or behaviors for a different set of
students each year. Both approaches can help com-
munities identify whether the current programs or
practices are creating improved allocations, opportu-
nities, and outcomes for students and schools, even
when end goals have yet to be met.

Comparative analyses assess the performance of
a group relative to some external target, benchmark,
or similar group. Accountability systems commonly
compare student achievement to performance
targets set by the state. Here, performance may be
identified as being below, at, or above expectations.
Performance can be compared with important
evidence-informed benchmarks or locally established
goals (e.g., every student will receive at least 30 hours
of explicit SEL instruction in a school year). Finally,
comparative analyses can compare more than one
group on a measure. For example, some communi-
ties may be interested in tracking how well a school
is progressing toward the goal of reducing chronic
absenteeism relative to similar schools in the district.
Schools closer to meeting program goals might need
less support to reach said goal than schools well
below the benchmark. Comparative analyses can help
contextualize cross-sectional or longitudinal analyses
by identifying areas or places where limited resources
are most needed. These analyses can be particularly
helpful for identifying success stories—e.g., if a par-
ticular school shows greater progress on an outcome
when compared with other similarly situated schools
in terms of factors such as funding and student need,
the successful school could host visits by staff from

other schools or could make its staff available for
outreach to support shared learning.

Subgroup analyses, a type of comparative
analysis, are often used to highlight how perfor-
mance, opportunities, or resources are allocated
across important groups of students within a school
or district. Demographic-based subgroups (e.g., racial
or ethnic groups, students eligible for free or reduced-
price meals, English language learners, students with
disabilities) are common focuses of these analyses.
Additional subgroups may be defined by grade levels,
age, gender, or other characteristics relevant and
critical in the local context. Disaggregating needs
assessment measures by subgroups helps commu-
nities understand current educational disparities,
which is necessary for identifying root causes of and
advancing strategies to address issues of inequity
(Aspen Institute, 2018).

Stakeholder Engagement

ESSA creates new opportunities for SEAs and LEAs
to engage stakeholders in school improvement efforts
(Council of Chief School Officers and Partners
for Each and Every Child, 2017).° Thoughtful and
effective stakeholder engagement is an essential
element in developing and conducting a successful
needs assessment (Cuiccio and Husby-Slater, 2018).
Certain funding streams within ESSA (e.g., Promise
Neighborhood grants) expect engagement of stake-
holder groups, including teachers, school leaders,
family member, and community members. Through
the process of engaging a diverse set of stakeholders,
SEAs and LEAs can help address issues of educa-
tional equity in local communities (Council of Chief
School Officers and Partners for Each and Every
Child, 2017).

As part of the needs assessment, stakehold-
ers should be involved in two distinct ways. First,
stakeholders can help inform the types of informa-
tion included in the needs assessment. For example,
teachers may indicate the need to examine inter-
personal skills, such as social problem-solving or
positive communication. Families may indicate the
importance of examining the school’s practices for
creating a welcoming community that supports stu-
dent learning. Community leaders may suggest that
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they need graduates who can work in collaborative
teams and who can handle frustration when dealing
with difficult tasks. These stakeholders are providing
insight into the types of measures related to SEL that
communities may consider including in their assess-
ment. Stakeholder groups can also highlight new
ways of looking at or considering the shortcomings of
available data to ensure that the skills and competen-
cies of all students are recognized and valued.

The second way stakeholders should be incor-
porated into the needs assessment process is in the
review of assessment results and identification of pri-
ority areas for the school to target with improvement
efforts. Once information is collected on the broad
range of practices, activities, and outcomes that make
up the school’s needs assessment, and

in school improvement efforts that could be useful in
identifying and addressing local SEL needs.

Meaningful and ongoing stakeholder engage-
ment helps ensure that all steps for making effective
decisions about which SEL interventions to select and
implement lead to the best possible education systems
for developing students’ social and emotional com-
petencies and increase public buy-in throughout the
stages of intervention implementation and evaluation
(King, 2016). Educators seeking to engage commu-
nity stakeholders in discussions regarding the identi-
fication of and approaches to addressing local social
and emotional needs should first establish a plan to
solicit, analyze, and incorporate feedback received
from stakeholders into local plans. Decisionmakers
should identify which groups to engage, but also
when and how they will be involved in engagement
efforts (Garcia et al., 2016). Decisionmakers may
wish to initially engage each group of stakeholders
in different ways, holding several listening sessions
or focus groups, conducting interviews, or deploying
surveys to gather the desired input. Once this feed-
back is gathered, decisionmakers could seek to work
with smaller groups of stakeholders to analyze and
incorporate feedback into local plans or to set local
SEL priorities.

Finally, effective stakeholder engagement
requires those who collect, store, and analyze data
to apply appropriate methods to ensure the integrity
and privacy of the data, while also promoting access
to selected data sources in cases where such access
can support decisionmaking without compromising
confidentiality or promoting misuse. As described by
the Data Quality Campaign (2017), mechanisms and
training to ensure data security are unevenly imple-
mented across states and districts but are essential for
effective data use.
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