
Chapter Four. Performance Study Results 

The performance studies were implemented at each of the eight SEL Challenge organizations 

with a focus on the exemplary offering at each site. One important purpose for the performance studies 

was to provide validation evidence for exemplary status of the Challenge offerings. If the offerings were 

indeed of exceptionally high quality and effectiveness, there was more reason to describe the standards as 

promising practices (see Endnote i). Second, we wanted to take an opportunity to assess the feasibility, 

reliability, and validity of the suite of SEL performance measures to better inform and assure future users. 

Finally, we wanted to develop empirically grounded performance benchmarks so that readers could 

decide how much the OST intervention delivered through the eight SEL Challenge offerings was similar 

to, or different from, their own work. The performance measures used to produce these results are 

described in Table 6 and Appendix D. 

Comparison Group and Benchmarks 

Because the quality and effectiveness of services can only be defined in comparison to other 

conditions and samples, we assembled a comparison group from other high school and middle school 

OST offerings.i The comparison group sample for this project included a wide mix of OST programs 

representing community-based organizations, national youth-serving organizations, and OST systems 

organized by state departments of education and state departments of human services. Because this 

reference sample is drawn from programs that are implementing the continuous improvement intervention 

over multiple cycles, it is possible that they are already operating at relatively higher levels of quality. 

We refer to eleven of the performance measures used in the Challenge as benchmark measures 

because they are highly aligned with important standards, curriculum features, and youth SEL skills 

identified in the Challenge study. The benchmark describes the type and level of performance in SEL 

offerings for others to use as a goal or an evaluative comparison. The benchmarks are defined by the 

range of the measurement scale and performance levels demonstrated by Challenge offerings on each 

benchmark measure. The Challenge offerings were consistent in performance across the setting measures 

and there were few statistically or substantively significant differences, so the bottom cut point for the 

benchmark range was set at one standard deviation below the mean. 

Of the 25 performance measures described in this Chapter, eleven were selected as benchmark 

measures: horizontal communication and vertical communication are two measures of organizational 

culture that reflect collaborative practices between management and staff in the organization, including 

the shared knowledge of the offering curriculum and presence in the offering setting. Growth and mastery 

skills reflect the complexity and degree of challenge available through the project curriculum. The 
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instructional total score describes adherence to the standards for SEL practice, including the responsive 

practices. Youth engagement describes mental engagement or disengagement with the context. Six youth 

behavior composite scores indicate the presence or absence of skill growth. Finally, as described in 

Chapter One, several structural features are good candidates for benchmarks as well. These include the 

intensity of the offering in terms of the number of sessions and contact hours, the diversity of youth 

participants, and the ratio of staff to youth. 

For the setting level benchmark measures, we combined the information from the comparison 

group and the benchmarks by reporting the proportion of sites in the comparison sample that are 

performing within the range of performance for the Challenge offerings, i.e., the proportion of 

comparison sites performing in the benchmarked range. 

Results for Setting Measures 

 There are 12 performance measures at the organization and point-of-service levels of setting. For 

each set of measures, we present a bar chart to describe the mean for the eight Challenge offerings and the 

mean for the comparison sample. Following the presentation of means for the point-of-service level 

measures, we also present means for staff practices aligned to the six domains in the standards for SEL 

practice using 68 items from the instructional total score. These data were produced using an observation 

of staff performance on three occasions. Finally, we present the proportion of comparison group sites with 

a mean score falling within the benchmark range for the exemplary offerings. 

Organization Setting 

The organizational setting is where management practices are implemented as managers and staff 

interact to make decisions about how to produce the SEL service—at staff meetings, during professional 

development, in one-on-one meetings and conversations. The organizational setting measures include 

accountability,1 staffing model, horizontal communication, vertical communication, job satisfaction, 

workload, and school day content. Together, horizontal and vertical communication represent culture 

(how collaborative your work practices are), and job satisfaction and workload represent climate (how 

you feel about work). Figure 4 compares the average scores for each construct against the de-identified 

reference sample. 

SEL organizations showed similar patterns of results with the comparison group on accountability 

and staffing capacity, and an inverted pattern for school day content, as many of them were not directly 

                                                      

1 Accountability is actually a system-level measure, but we include it with the organization level measures to save 

space. 
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targeting participants’ academic performance. Challenge offerings were slightly higher on the 

organizational climate measures job satisfaction and workload. Vertical communication and horizontal 

communication demonstrated substantially higher performance than the comparison group. 

 

  

Figure 4. Organization Setting Performance Profile Point-of-Service Level Setting 

 

Point-of-service setting is wherever staff delivers curriculum and instruction with youth. This is 

where the quality of instructional practice facilitates youth engagement. The point-of-service level 

measures include curriculum planning, youth governance, growth and mastery skills, instructional total 

score, and youth engagement. Figure 5 compares the average scores for each construct against the de-

identified reference sample. 

Curriculum planning scores for the exemplary offerings were similar to the comparison sample, 

while youth governance scores were substantially higher. Growth and mastery skills, instructional total 

score, and youth engagement demonstrated substantially higher performance compared to the comparison 

sample. 

 

 Culture  Climate 
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Figure 5. Point-of-Service Setting Performance Profile 

 

 To provide performance information about staff SEL practices in each domain, the items from the 

observational measure of staff behavior—instructional total score—were aligned with the practice 

indicators in the standards. The alignment of observational items to the six SEL domains is not perfect, 

with a few significant gaps in content in the emotion management and empathy domains. The alignment 

is presented in Appendix E. Figure 6 presents the scores for the exemplary programs and the comparison 

sample. The exemplary offerings substantially outperformed the comparison sample in all domains of 

SEL practice. 

 

 

Figure 6. Social and Emotional Program Quality Assessment by SEL Domain 
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Benchmarks 

There were five benchmark indicators for the organization and point-of-service levels of setting, 

indicators that were especially well aligned with the SEL standards and curriculum features. Table 8 

presents the proportion of the comparison group that is performing in the range of the exemplary 

offerings. On average, 44% of the comparison offerings are performing within the benchmarked range, 

that is, had a mean score greater than the one standard deviation below the mean of the Challenge 

offerings. However, only 17% of comparison group sites provided a similarly intensive project 

curriculum as evidenced by the growth and mastery skills measure, and only 33% of comparison group 

sites implemented staff SEL practices at a similar level to the Challenge offerings. 

 

Table 8.  Proportion of Comparison Sites in Exemplary Performance Range 

Horizontal 

Communication  

Vertical 

Communication  

Growth and 

Mastery Skills 

Instructional Total 

Score 
Youth Engagement 

50% 69% 17% 33% 49% 

 

Results for Youth SEL Skills  

 SEL skills were measured using belief and behavior measures in each of the six domains at three 

time points. This section presents results for overall SEL skill change, SEL skill change for higher risk 

youth, and SEL skill profiles. 

Overall SEL Skill Change 

The domain composite scores (see discussion of composite scores in Chapter Three) for each SEL 

domain at each time point are presented in Figures 7 and 8. Results for multilevel latent construct growth 

models summarized in Appendix E confirm the general pattern of results. SEL skills demonstrate positive 

change for both types of measures in all domains across the three time points, although not all changes 

were statistically significant for the belief measures. 

Importantly, growth trajectories for mental processes related to self-regulation of attention 

(problem solving strategies) and emotion (emotional reappraisal) were positive and statistically 

significant, indicating growth in skills that youth use to optimize skill learning in all domains. 
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Figure 7. SEL Belief Change 

 

 

Figure 8. SEL Behavior Change 

 

To provide a shorthand comparison of the amount of change in beliefs and behaviors, 

respectively, Figure 9 presents Cohen’s d-type effects sizes—calculated by subtracting the Time 1 mean 

from the Time 3 mean and dividing by the standard deviation of the Time 1 mean—for the belief and 

behavior measures in each domain. In keeping with the theory for SEL skill measures outlined in Chapter 

Three, the OST intervention had greater effects on SEL behaviors demonstrated during the offering than 

on youth’s broadly construed beliefs about the efficacy of their own SEL skills. 
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Figure 9. Effect Sizes for Changes in SEL Belief and Behavior Measures from Time 1 to Time 3 

Higher Risk Youth 

Risk was assessed at baseline, and we used models to test for differences in skill growth, 

comparing trajectories for higher risk groups to the rest of the youth. Risk was indicated in two ways: (a) 

membership in a low-skill belief or behavior subgroup at baseline, and (b) self-reported attachment 

anxiety, attachment avoidance, or social phobia. 

The low-skill subgroups were defined by membership in the low belief or behavior profiles 

shown in Figures 10 and 11. As presented in Appendix D, Figures D-1 through D-12, youth in the low-

skill subgroups demonstrated as much or more change over time than youth in the higher-skill subgroups. 

Results from growth models also showed that the intercept-slope correlation was negative in all cases, 

indicating that lower starting points were associated with greater gains. These findings do not rule out 

improvements due to regression to the mean (i.e., the higher odds that low-scoring youth at baseline will 

score higher at subsequent time points due to misclassification as low at baseline). 

The second approach was based on a risk index constructed from measures of attachment-related 

anxiety, avoidance, and social phobia. All youth with mean scores in the negative part of the response 

scale (i.e., disagree) were scored as having the risk indicator, and these indicators were summed to create 

an index ranging between 0 (low risk) and 2 (high risk). In a variety of models, youth with higher baseline 

levels of attachment gained just as much, and occasionally more, than their lower-risk peers. 
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SEL Skill Profiles 

Finally, in Figures 10 and 11, we present results from cluster analyses for the belief and behavior 

measures. Several facets of these profiles are of interest. First, these figures describe SEL skill subgroups 

of youth at baseline. Approximately 17% of youth began the offerings in the low-beliefs profile (Figure 

10, Cluster 1) and another 16% were in a profile at the same low level on four of the six domains (Figure 

10, Cluster 4). These students held beliefs that they were generally unsuccessful with the many SEL skills 

named in the youth survey items. For the staff ratings of youth behavior in the offering, approximately 

25% of youth began the offering in the low profile (Figure 11, Cluster 3). According to teachers, these 

students generally failed to demonstrate an SEL skill when given the opportunity. 

Additional information from the examination of the skill profiles at Time 3 (not presented) 

suggests that (a) the low profiles disappeared between the first and third time points; (b) most students 

moved to a next higher skill profile, indicating incremental growth and stability in skills (e.g., youth who 

started out in the middle-skill group ended up in the higher-middle-skill group); and, finally, (c) the 

shapes of the skill profiles (i.e., the relative levels of the six domain scores within each cluster) were 

maintained from baseline to the final time point. This last point indicates that the skills changed in 

amount but not in type during the SEL offering. 

 

 
Figure 10. Belief skill profiles Time 1 
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Figure 11. Behavior skill profiles at Time 1 
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End Notes 

                                                      

i The Weikart Center provides its clients access to performance measure comparison samples from a de-identified 

reference database. The database is an aggregation of de-identified data from all Weikart Center clients. 

Because not all measures are used with all clients, the number of sites represented in each normative 

comparison varies between 42 and 172 sites over several programs years. Although these numbers could be 

increased with additional resources, we believe that the comparison group levels will not change substantially 

with additional sites. 

 


