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A B S T R A C T

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

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

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

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

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

1. CORE's School Quality Improvement System

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

2. Selecting social-emotional competencies to assess

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

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

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

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

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

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

3. Moving from competencies to validated measures

Once the four SE competencies were identified, TransformEd

Fig. 1. The School Quality Improvement Index.
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