
“Measuring Non-Cognitive Skills to Meet ESSA Requirements:
What We Can Learn from Research on Student Engagement”

FEATURING: 
Jennifer Fredricks, PhD
Professor, Department of Human Development
Connecticut College
Students at the Center Distinguished Fellow

Student-Centered Learning 
Research Collaborative Seminar:
Special Edition
JUNE 13, 2017

Student-Centered Learning Research Collaborative, a Students at the Center initiative, 
is grateful for the thought leadership and anchor funding from the Nellie Mae Education 

Foundation and the additional support of Overdeck Family Foundation.



WELCOME

>Agenda

– Welcome, format, and flow

– Presentation by Jennifer Fredricks

– Audience Q&A

– Conclusions and Resources



“Measuring Non-Cognitive Skills to Meet 
ESSA Requirements: What We Can Learn 
from Research on Student Engagement”

Jennifer Fredricks, PhD
Professor, Department of Human Development

Connecticut College
Students at the Center Distinguished Fellow



ESSA REAUTHORIZATION

> Accountability system includes a fifth indicator of student 
success beyond standardized test scores
– Valid, reliable & comparable across states

– Allows for meaningful differentiation in school performance 

> Examples
– Student engagement

– Student access to advanced coursework

– Postsecondary readiness

– School climate safety



WHY IMPORTANT TO MOVE BEYOND TEST SCORES? 

> What we measure shows what we value!
> Achievement tests emphasize one set of thinking, 

narrowing of curriculum
> Non-cognitive skills are necessary to be successful in 

more student-centered learning environments 
> Research has linked non-cognitive skills to higher test 

scores

> These are skills students need to be successful in 
college, career, and community 



INITIAL PLANS: WHAT ARE STATES INCLUDING AS 
INDICATORS 

> 12 states have submitted initial plans 
> Sample indicators: 

– Chronic absenteeism (indicator of disengagement)

– Attendance (behavioral engagement)

– 9th grades on track/9th grade success (behavioral engagement)

– School climate surveys (emotional engagement)

– College/career readiness (ACT scores)

– Physical fitness



WHAT IS STUDENT ENGAGEMENT?   

> Behavioral Engagement/Disengagement
– Involvement in classroom tasks (effort, attention, participation)

– Attendance /absenteeism

– Participation in school-based extracurricular activities

– Absence of disruptive behavior (suspension/expulsion)  

> Emotional Engagement/Disengagement
– Positive vs. negative reactions to school/class

– Enjoyment/interest

– School belonging (liked by others, feels included)

> Cognitive Engagement/Disengagement
– Psychological investment in learning 

– Meta cognitive (planning, evaluating, monitoring thinking)

– Deep learning strategy use vs. shallow strategy use 



WHY SHOULD WE MEASURE STUDENT ENGAGEMENT? 

> Gives richer picture of how students think, act, feel in 
school

> Malleable and responsive to interventions
> Engagement necessary to meet new academic 

standards 
> Data used as part of school improvement efforts
> Data used to identify students at risk of academic failure 

& dropping out 
> Engagement predictive positive academic and non-

academic outcomes 



ENGAGEMENT DRIVES ACADEMIC OUTCOMES

Student engagement is predictive of academic 
outcomes:

• Higher achievement test scores
• Higher grades
• Higher scores on assessment of cognitive skills 
• Higher academic expectations 
– Higher college attendance
– Lower dropout rates



ENGAGEMENT DRIVES NON-ACADEMIC OUTCOMES

>Student engagement is predictive of non-
academic outcomes:
– Greater school belonging
– Lower rates of depression
– Lower substance use

– Lower delinquency 
– Fewer delinquent peers  



MEASURING ENGAGEMENT: RESEARCH METHODS 

> Most applicable to accountability system
– Survey (most common)

– Teacher reports

– Administrative data 

> Less applicable to accountability system 
– Observations 

– Performance tasks

– Experience sampling 

– Physiological measures



MEASURING ENGAGEMENT: POLICY METHODS 

> Administrative data on early warning signs
– Attendance

– Chronic absenteeism

– Suspension/expulsion

– Behavioral referrals

> Self-report surveys (School climate surveys) 
– School connectedness/attachment

– Interest/Enjoyment 



COLLECTING ADMINISTRATIVE DATA

> Benefits
– Data already collected & easily accessible

– Predictive of academic failure & dropping out of school

– Easily understood by practitioners 

– Aligns with state and district priorities 

> Challenges
– Capacity for integrating this into school-based data system

– Potential for bias in reporting (e.g., disciplinary data)



COLLECTING SURVEY DATA

> Benefits
– Administered to large number of students at low cost

– Limited classroom disruption 

– Most accurate method for assessing emotional engagement

– Already administering school climate surveys

> Challenges
– Context dependent, most questions general and not context-

specific 

– Recall problems

– Social desirability & upward biases in reporting



SAMPLE BEHAVIORAL ENGAGEMENT SURVEY ITEMS 

Behavioral Engagement 
> Attention/concentration

– “I stay focused”

> Effort
– “I work hard to do well” 

> Participation in class
– “I participate in class” 

> Answer and ask questions
– “I ask questions in class”

> Time on homework 
– “I complete my homework on time”



SAMPLE EMOTIONAL ENGAGEMENT SURVEY ITEMS 

> Perceptions of belonging
– "Most of my teachers care about how I am doing"

> Positive emotions
– "I am happy to be at school"

> Negative emotions
– "When we work on something in class, I feel discouraged"

> Enjoyment
– "I enjoy learning new things in class"



SAMPLE COGNITIVE ENGAGEMENT SURVEY ITEMS 

> Deep learning strategies
– "I try to connect what I am learning to things I have 

learned before"

> Shallow learning strategies
– "I try to memorize the steps for solving problems 

presented in class"
> Persistence

– "If I have trouble understanding a problem I go over it until 
I understand it

> Self-regulation
– "Before an exam, I plan out how to study the material



USING SURVEYS IN ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEMS

> Limited number of surveys that are both reliable and 
valid 

> Limited information on whether work same or different 
across sub-populations

> Frames of reference bias problem
> Will it lead to unintended negative consequences? 



CALIFORNIA COLLABORATIVE ON DISTRICT REFORM

> Social and emotional learning (Survey data)
– Growth-mindset, self-efficacy, self-management, social 

awareness

> Culture and climate surveys
– Sense of belonging, school safety, perceived fairness 

> Engagement (Administrative data)
– Chronic absenteeism

– Suspension



QUESTIONS WE SHOULD BE PREPARED TO ANSWER 
BEFORE SELECTING A MEASURE

> What data is already collected?
> Capacity to collect additional data & integrate with 

existing data systems? 
> How will data be used (accountability, needs 

assessment, school improvement)?
> Who will data be shared with? 
> How do we communicate data to stakeholders 

(policymakers, parents, teachers, students)? 



QUESTIONS WE SHOULD BE PREPARED TO ANSWER 
BEFORE SELECTING MEASURE

> Is this measure reliable? 
– Consistent measurement across multiple administrations; 

students respond similarly to multiple items

> Is this measure valid?
– Measures what intended, related to outcomes in expected 

ways

> Can this measure be used to compare across schools?



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MEASURING ENGAGEMENT

1. Consider data that is already being collected by school
2. Refer to reviews of measures (e.g., Fredricks et al., 

2011, Measuring Student Engagement in Upper 
Elementary Through High School) 

3. Use legislation as opportunity to collect data for school 
improvement 

4. Collect data for formative purposes



RECOMMENDATIONS FOR MEASURING 
ENGAGEMENT IN AN ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM 

1. Be cautious in including survey indicators 
2. Limit use of between school comparisons (reference 

bias) 
3. Gather & examine several years of data for formative 

purposes before deciding to include in an accountability 
system 



CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION

Thank you!
jfred@conncoll.edu (until June 30th)
fredricj@union.edu (after June 30th)



AUDIENCE Q&A

> Please type and send 
your questions in the chat 
box.

> Distinguished Fellows will 
curate and call out 
questions to panelists.

> Make sure to send to “all 
participants”
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