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Overview
Since its formation, EL Education1 has envisioned a more holistic view of education wherein students can work to become
effective learners and ethical people capable of creating a more just and equitable world - a vision that equally prioritizes
academic achievement, character development, and high-quality student work. To realize this model of education, EL
Education needed to establish first what it meant to foster “character” within their students, including the conditions of the
school and learning community that best enable character development; and secondly, how to track progress and growth in
character qualities within their students. EL Education has made several advances towards this first goal, including the creation
of their Character Framework (reviewed in Part I of this paper) as well as their whole school model and ELA curriculum aimed
at fostering character in students (reviewed in Part II of this paper).
EL Education has more recently turned towards the second goal of finding ways to measure progress and growth in its
students’ character. This goal has been twofold, in that EL Education has been interested in both proof of impact measures—
demonstrating that students have changed in their character over the course of the school year—as well as in creating
educator-oriented measures that can be used formatively in the classroom to understand student character habits, beliefs, and
experiences, and to subsequently drive instructional changes. Part III of this paper discusses the ways in which EL Education
has responded to both of these measurement goals. This section includes a discussion of several proof of impact research
studies undertaken by EL Education and the questions and limitations of character measurement they raised, as well as EL
Education’s iterative journey over the past few years to create educator-based, practical tools for measuring student character
in schools.

Context
EL Education (formerly Expeditionary Learning) champions an expanded definition of student achievement that prioritizes
character as a critical, interlinking dimension. Students are supported in developing social-emotional skills as a driver of
academic success, but also as an equally important, crucial component of achievement in itself. At EL Education, success
is defined as a combination of not only mastery of knowledge and skills and high-quality student work, but also—and just
as importantly—students’ social emotional learning and development of character. Grounded in the foundations of a “crew
culture” and empowered leaders, EL Education upholds a vision of schooling where character is woven into every part of every
day, and where students work to become effective learners and ethical people who contribute to a better, more equitable world.
Approaching its 30th year of operation in 2021, EL Education has served as a leader in the field of pedagogy and, in particular,
in the realm of character and holistic education.2 However, developing a concept of success as more than mastery of knowledge
and skills and more than the production of high-quality work, but also development of character, required EL Education to first
codify what it meant to foster character within their students, and, secondly, to determine ways to assess progress and growth
in character qualities in their students. To date, EL Education has made major advances towards the former goal of explicitly
defining what it means to foster character in their students, including the creation of a Character Framework, a whole school
model (EL Education’s Core Practices), and a K-8 ELA curriculum aimed at fostering character in students. More recently, EL
Education has focused increasingly on the second goal of measuring student character growth (and the related environmental
and instructional conditions under which character can be fostered), both for the purposes of driving formative improvements
to instruction by educators, as well as demonstrating proof of impact.
1.
2.

Formerly known as “Expeditionary Learning”
Campbell et al., 1996
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However, measuring character is a complicated, nuanced undertaking; it is virtually impossible to capture the complexity of
qualities such as compassion and integrity, especially with the typical measurement tools currently available in educational
research. Despite the inherent difficulty of this task, EL Education remains committed to prioritizing character in their schools
in an authentic and meaningful way and to communicating this commitment in part by measuring not only academics, but
also measuring character growth in their schools at the individual and broader school level. The report below documents EL
Education’s journey as they grappled with these complexities, developed new tools to measure and track character growth, and
continued their ongoing work of giving all students the opportunity to grow and develop as whole people.

Historical Approaches to Character
Even though character and citizenship have been foundational parts of schooling in America since its origins,3 the ways that
schools have prioritized, labeled, defined, and measured character have evolved over time, and no singular vision has emerged.
Scholars use terms such as character education,4 social and emotional learning,5 positive youth development,6 21st century skills,7
prosocial behavior,8 values education,9 soft skills,10 moral education,11 and non-cognitive skills12 all to refer to similar constructs,
but all of these terms themselves have their own distinct historical roots, methodological traditions, and varying definitions.
For example, some scholars13 define character by parsing it into categories: moral character (e.g., empathy and integrity),
intellectual character (e.g., curiosity) civic character (e.g., social responsibility), and performance character (e.g., perseverance).
Social and emotional learning (SEL) is defined in a distinct—though similarly encompassing—way as “the process through
which children and adults understand and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others,
establish and maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions.”14 CASEL organizes SEL into five competencies:
self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making.15 Both the character
and SEL frameworks are compatible, but each is grounded in its own ontological and epistemological roots that guide school
practices, pedagogical decisions, and definitions of success.
Ultimately, because so many scholars are trying to define what the key “non-cognitive” strengths are for students, many schools,
educators, and researchers end up referring to the same concept by a different name, or use the same name for different
concepts.16 Frameworks, therefore, become important when working in this educational terrain as they allow for agreed upon
terminology and a general communication of what terms mean and how to potentially foster—and measure—such qualities.17

Why Character?
Both historic and more recent studies have pointed to the importance of a continuing emphasis on character education in
schools. A meta-analysis of 213 studies including more than 270,000 students indicated that social and emotional programming
yields significant positive effects on academic performance, prosocial behaviors, and self-esteem, as well as reduced
emotional distress (such as anxiety and depression), and reduced behavioral incidents.18 A comprehensive examination of
four meta-analyses (including the one described above) also found multiple positive outcomes—both short and long-term—
for participating students.19 For example, the authors reported that all four of the meta-analyses examined found significant,
positive connections between student participation in social-emotional programming (programming that was universal and
school-based) and both short-term and long-term academic performance.20
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

Campbell, 2012; Dewey, 1938, 1966; Johanek, 2012; Mclellan, 1999; Seider, 2012
Baehr 2017; Berkowitz, 2011; Character Lab, 2015; Seider, 2012
CASEL, 2019; Jagers, Harris, Skoog, 2015; Weissberg, Durlak, Domitrovich & Gullotta, 2015
Zimmerman et al., 2008
Duckworth & Yeager, 2015
Berkowitz, 2011; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009
Berkowitz, 2011
Heckman & Kautz, 2012
Berkowitz, 2011; Sanger & Osguthorpe, 2013
Duckworth & Yeager, 2015; Tough, 2012
e.g., Berkowitz, 2012; Baehr, 2017; Jubilee, 2015; Seider, 2012
CASEL, 2019
CASEL, 2019
Jones et al., 2016; McKown, 2017a, 2017b
Ibid.
Durlak et al., 2011
Mahoney, Durlak & Weissberg, 2019
Ibid.
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Research also points to numerous positive outcomes associated with specific character strengths. For example, empathy has
been shown to be positively associated with prosocial behaviors21 and academic success,22 and the increased likelihood of
an adolescent supporting a bullied classmate.23 Perseverance has been shown consistently to be positively associated with
academic achievement.24 Social responsibility is also associated with academic achievement,25 and is considered to be an
important element in empowering youth26 and fostering civic action.27

EL Education’s Approach
EL Education has responded to this need for terminological clarity through its use of the term “character” and its development
of its own framework that is designed to infuse character into all parts of the school day (described in greater detail below); in
addition, a key goal of the organization is to empower educators and school leaders to prioritize character strengths and socialemotional terminology that resonate with their own communities. EL Education’s process of defining, teaching, and measuring
character is at once clear and flexible; it allows schools to fit within EL Education’s character framework, but also to embrace
the language that best suits their communities’ needs, values, and contexts. As such, the first aim of this paper is to delineate
how EL Education conceptualizes character and to situate their work in the context of the broader field of character and social
emotional learning. The second aim is to discuss EL Education’s own comprehensive approach to developing character that is
infused into all parts of the school day and to link these practices to the research literature.
In their historical and ongoing commitment to character-centric education, EL Education is also dedicated to evidencebased practices, which include being able to track and measure student character change and growth. As such, over the past
few years EL Education has embarked on a research-based, educator-driven, iterative process to not only solidify their own
way of defining and developing character, but also to take on the complex task of finding, curating, and developing practical,
educator-based ways to measure character. In addition to these efforts, EL Education conducted three separate “proof of
impact” research studies meant to further understanding of how to measure character; to examine whether EL Education
students reported greater character than those at matched non-EL Education schools; and, finally, to shed light on ways to
make practices at EL Education schools more equitable. As such, a third aim of this paper is to describe EL Education’s process
of synthesizing the field of character measurement to align to their own framework and develop a set of tools to effectively
measure character in their students and schools. We also discuss the next steps in EL Education’s path, including incorporating
explicit equity practices more fully into their approach and piloting additional character measurement tools.

Part I: The EL Education Framework
EL Education’s vision for education has always encompassed an expanded definition of student achievement. Founded in
1991 as a partnership between the Harvard Graduate School of Education and Outward Bound USA, EL Education built its
mission on the character-infused philosophy of Outward Bound founder Kurt Hahn. Growing up in Germany in the early
1900s, Hahn became critical of Western European education and what he considered a general decline in youth fitness, skill
and care, self-discipline, initiative and enterprise, memory and imagination, and compassion.28 His views led him to found
several educational institutions, including Schule Schloss Salem in Germany, Gordonstoun in Scotland, Outward Bound in
Wales, and Atlantic College in Wales.29 Although each of these institutions varied in focus, Hahn honed a philosophy focused
on teamwork, courage, compassion, and active learning, and inspired the 10 founding principles for the EL Education model.
These principles, which continue to guide the work of EL Education schools and which informed the current EL Education
Character Framework, are listed below.

21.
22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.
28.
29.

Wentzel, Fillisetti, & Looney, 2007
Caprara et al., 2000; Feshbach & Feshbach, 1987; Parker et al, 2004; Tirri & Nokelainen, 2007; Wentzel, 1993
Gini et al., 2007
e.g., Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews & Kelly, 2007; Duckworth & Seligman, 2005; Seider, Gilbert, Novick & Gomez, 2013; Wolfe & Johnson, 1995
Oberle et al., 2014; Wentzel, 2013
Wagaman, 2011; Youniss & Yates, 1997
Arnett, 2004
James 1990/2000; van Oord, 2010
van Oord, 2010
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EL Education’s 10 Founding Principles
1.

The Primacy of Self-Discovery

2.

The Having of Wonderful Ideas

3.

The Responsibility for Learning

4.

Empathy and Caring

5.

Success and Failure

6.

Collaboration and Competition

7.

Diversity and Inclusion

8.

The Natural World

9.

Solitude and Reflection

10. Service and Compassion

Building on these principles, EL Education developed a character framework to elucidate its vision of student achievement and
success. EL Education champions an expanded vision of student achievement, grounded in the belief that when students are
done with school and enter adult life, they will be judged for the rest of their lives not by performance on tests of basic skills,
but by the quality of their work and the quality of their character. As such, successful achievement for EL Education students
is defined as a combination of mastery of knowledge and skills, high-quality student work, and character. Other contemporary
character and social-emotional scholarship and frameworks30 similarly consider the ways in which various forms of schooling
and other developmental and contextual experiences can work together to foster student social emotional competencies while,
at the same time, supporting students’ identity formation and leading to positive behavioral and academic outcomes.31
Figure 1: EL Education Three Dimensions of Student Achievement

30. e.g., CASEL 2019; Nagaoka et al., 201
31. Aspen Institute National Commission on Social, Emotional, and Academic Development, 2019 hereafter Aspen Institute, 2019; Cantor et al., 2018; Farrington, 2017; Nagaoka et al., 2015;
Osher et al., 2018
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The character component of this definition of student achievement is comprised of three core dimensions
(effective learners, ethical people, contributing to a better world) surrounded by the necessary conditions for these
areas of character to thrive.
Figure 2: EL Education Character Framework

Effective Learners, Ethical People, Contribute to a Better World
At its core, EL Education supports students to become effective learners and ethical people who contribute to a better, more
equitable world. EL Education defines “Effective Learners” as those who do more than they think possible, developing the
mindsets and skills for success in college, career, and life. EL Education students work to cultivate character skills and beliefs
such as responsibility and ownership, growth mindset, self-management, active engagement, collaboration, and perseverance.
EL Education students also work to become Ethical People who treat others with respect and compassion, and stand up
for what is right. This component includes character skills and beliefs such as empathy and perspective taking, respect,
compassion, leadership, and integrity. Finally, at the center of the framework demonstrating its importance, is the message that
EL Education students work to contribute to a better world, putting their learning to use as active citizens, working for social
justice, environmental stewardship, and healthy, equitable communities. This component includes character skills and beliefs
such as civic responsibility and service, civic empowerment, long-term purpose, social justice, and environmental stewardship.
This core conception of character is aligned with a number of existing frameworks,32 most notably the character framework
described earlier: intellectual character is aligned with “Effective Learners,” moral character is arguably synonymous with
“Ethical People,” and civic character encompasses the message of “Contributing to a Better World.”33
These central character goals put forth by EL Education are fostered within the context of positive student identity (belonging,
purpose, agency), a comprehensive academic environment (compelling curriculum, student-engaged assessment, deeper
instruction), and strong school culture (crew culture, empowering leadership). Consistent with the literature, EL Education
considers these elements essential to the creation of an environment in which the core EL Education character strengths can
thrive.34
32. e.g., CASEL, 2019; Farrington, 2017; Nagaoka et al., 2015
33. Baehr, 2017; Jubilee, 2015
34. e.g., Baehr, 2015; Berkowitz, 2011; Berkowitz & Bier, 2014, 2016; Jubilee Centre, 2015; Ritchhart, 2002; Seider, 2012; Tough, 2016
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Belonging, Purpose, Agency
The next layer of EL Education’s framework focuses on fostering a positive student identity by creating the conditions that are
necessary for students to become effective learners and ethical people who contribute to a better world. When a community is
created in which students feel that they belong, have a sense of purpose in their lives (both immediate and in the future), and
are empowered with agency and voice, these same students thrive.35
To foster a sense of belonging, EL Education students are encouraged to bring their full identities to school and can trust that
they will be respected for who they are. The spirit of “crew” (described in greater detail below) is a key element to creating this
sense of belonging, though the sentiment of belonging is prioritized throughout the school day. This approach is well supported
by the literature36 and is a cornerstone of EL Education’s approach.
To create an environment that emphasizes the importance of purposeful education, EL Education teachers provide learning
experiences that are meaningful to students and teachers alike. Students engage in challenging, authentic learning experiences,
taking on work that is “worth doing.” This kind of purposeful approach is associated with a number of positive outcomes from
the research literature including motivation, social responsibility and connectedness.37
To cultivate agency, EL Education students are encouraged to take responsibility for their own growth and to act as leaders
with their peers. They are empowered as active citizens, advocating for equity within their school community and with the
broader society. Students are encouraged to think not just about how to create a better future, but also how to create a better
world in the present. This, too, is supported by the literature. Agency and student voice are associated with a number of positive
youth outcomes including self-efficacy, confidence, leadership skills, and civic engagement.38

Compelling Curriculum, Student Engaged Assessment, Deeper Instruction
In order to nurture a positive student identity and to truly prioritize character as an equally important part of school, EL
Education embeds character education through all aspects of the day and school functioning from Professional Learning
Communities (PLCs) among faculty, to lesson planning and delivery, to assessments. This all-encompassing approach to
infusing character throughout schools is represented by the next layer of EL Education’s character education framework,
which includes a compelling curriculum, student engaged assessments, and deeper instruction. EL Education educators
themselves must have the beliefs, skills, and tools necessary to create and adapt powerful curriculum that can reach every
student, support student engaged assessment of explicit learning targets, and provide complex, deeper instruction.
EL Education Schools use a compelling curriculum that inspires all students to grapple with demanding, meaningful content
and produce high-quality student work; master required standards; elevate student collaboration, voice, thinking, and
reflection; promote equity; and prepare all students for college, career and community contribution. Teachers use protocols to
create opportunities for all voices to be heard, and texts and activities that honor the knowledge, languages, beliefs, and skills
that exist in the cultures and backgrounds of students and their families. This approach is also well established in the research
literature that emphasizes the critical importance of a compelling, meaningful curriculum.39
EL Education’s student-engaged assessment practices are similarly connected to the development of character. Research
has shown the importance of relevant assessments in which students are invested and engaged.40 EL Education students are
leaders of their own learning, tracking progress toward standards-based learning and character targets, setting goals, revising,
and reflecting on growth and challenges. Students and teachers regularly analyze data that include assessments, reflections, and
student work, and use those data to inform goals and instruction. Students regularly present evidence of their achievement and
growth to a range of audiences.
In addition to curriculum and assessment practices that are tied to character growth, EL Education’s approach to instruction is
inextricably linked to student character. Teachers craft lessons and design rich learning experiences that challenge, engage, and
empower students in consequential work and build genuine understanding. Teachers embrace high standards for academics
and character, and cultivate student independence and leadership. As much as possible, students work as scientists, historians,
writers, mathematicians, and artists. In these ways, EL Education teachers engage in deeper instruction that goes beyond
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.

Damon, 2008; Levinson, 2012; Mitra &Serriere, 2012; Quaglia & Corso, 2014; Strayhorn, 2014
e.g., Quaglia, 2010; Strayhorn, 2014; Yeager et. al, 2012
e.g., Damon, 2008; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Kirshner, 2015; Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2004; Ryan & Deci, 2000
Levinson, 2012; Mitra, 2008; Mitra & Serriere, 2012; Pajares, 2005
e.g., Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Morrell & Duncan-Andrade, 2004
Afflerbach et al, 2011; Hamilton, 2011; Johnston & Costello, 2005
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traditional practices and that supports the growth of students beyond academics alone. These kinds of instructional practices
support student learning and cultivate deep understanding.41

Crew Culture & Empowering Leadership
All of the character framework components described above rest on a foundation of crew culture and empowering leadership.
Each EL school is a community, each with its own culture and leadership. These larger contexts support the development of
character in every adult and every student in the school.42
Crew Culture is a defining feature of EL schools, serving as both a spirit and a structure. The term “crew” is drawn from
founder Kurt Hahn, whose work inspired the EL Education motto, “We are crew, not passengers.” This motto embodies
the concept of everyone rowing a boat together; it is impossible to reach the finish line unless each person contribute to the
effort and works together as a team. This spirit of crew conveys the importance of working together, helping others, and that
individual success is insufficient.
Crew is also a structure in which small groups of students, or Crews, meet regularly to address character goals, support each
other, and work toward collective academic success. Crews can be organized in a way that suits the needs of each individual
school site. For example, some Crews gather twice a day—in the morning and at the end of the day—as a way to open and close
out each school day; while others meet several times a week for a longer, more sustained period of time. Similarly, some schools
organize Crews as multi-grade groups that students stay with throughout all of the years at a school; others put students into
single gender identity groups by grade level; still others arrange crew so that students are in the same group for two years at a
time.
Crew is organized around different activities designed to facilitate community-building, sense of belonging, and character
development. Crew activities can range from advisory style discussions and check-ins, to group games designed to build
teamwork and foster reflective discussions, to explicit conversations about each school’s highlighted character strengths,
to preparing for student-led conferences (SLCs), to book-buddies, to weekly check-ins on grades and assignments. Each
student is assigned to an adult member of the school staff who not only organizes the day to day structures within the Crew
meetings, but who also serve as an advocate for each student in their Crew; this adult leader also works to foster the students’
belonging, purpose, and agency within Crew, with the aim of creating effective learners and ethical people who contribute
to a better world. The careful cultivation of these kinds of supportive relationships and long-term, close knit communities is
associated with a host of positive outcomes including a sense of belonging,43 positive school culture,44 and moral and social
development.45
Empowering leadership is the final component of the EL Education framework. EL Education champions a shared leadership
approach in which leaders shape school structures to provide equitable education to all students, celebrate joy in learning,
and build a schoolwide learning community of relational trust and collaboration. Leaders (including teacher-leaders) work
collaboratively with families, staff, and students to make evidence-based decisions that enable all students to achieve. This
approach to shared leadership and empowered school teachers and administrators is supported by other social and emotional
learning research that also emphasizes the importance of social and emotional competencies being forged within the context of
a broader school climate where everyone—from the students to the teachers to the district leaders—embraces a commitment to
social and emotional learning.46

41.
42.
43.
44.
45.
46.

Ritchhart, Church & Morrison, 2011; Ritchhart, 2015
CASEL, 2019; Carter, 2011; Tough, 2016; Weissberg, Durlak, Domitrovich, Gullotta, 2015
Steele, 1999, 2011; Strayhorn, 2008a, 2008b
Carter, 2011; CASEL, 2019
Weissbourd, Bouffard & Jones, 2013
e.g., CASEL, 2019; Weissberg, Durlak, Domitrovich, Gullota, 2015
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Adaptability & EL Education
EL Education has a clear framework and set of expectations for their schools, but they also maintain a certain
amount of flexibility to enable schools to adapt the program and language to their school culture and needs—an
approach that is aligned with the SEL literature.47 For example, all EL Education schools are expected to obtain
a credential in 4-6 years, a process that requires schools to make evidence-based claims that they have positively
impacted students across all three dimensions of achievement (mastery of knowledge and skills, high-quality
student work, and character). For each of these dimensions, schools provide data and an improvement story that
shows how they have grown and positively impacted students in these areas. In addition, schools must make clear
equity claims in each area to ensure that all students are being supported across all three areas of achievement.
Credentialing was a part of EL Education’s process of developing measurement tools to ensure that school leaders
have accurate ways of describing social and emotional growth beyond anecdotes. Notably, this credentialing
process, which explicitly lifts up character as equally important as other dimensions of achievement, reinforces
the emphasis on social and emotional learning in a meaningful, measurable way. 48 Within these expectations and
credentialing processes, school leaders select areas of character that are most salient to their own students and
school communities; such a process allows for school autonomy in defining not only which areas of character are
most prominent in their own schools in relation to EL Education’s character foci of effective learners, ethical people,
and contributing to a better world, but also in demonstrating how such character skills and beliefs manifest within
their own school contexts.

Part II: EL Education’s Core Practices
EL infuses character throughout their schools by incorporating 38 Core Practices that are organized into five school domains:
curriculum, instruction, assessment, culture and character, and leadership. For example, in the domain of Culture and
Character, EL promotes six Core Practices:
»» Core Practice 21: Creating a Community of Learning;
»» Core Practice 22: Fostering Habits of Character;
»» Core Practice 23: Building a Spirit of Crew;
»» Core Practice 24: Engaging Families and the Community in the Life of the School;
»» Core Practice 25: Creating Beautiful Spaces that Promote Learning; and
»» Core Practice 26: Promoting Courage and Adventure.
Importantly, EL Education’s approach to building character is also aligned with the research that disputes the effectiveness of
discrete, boxed character education programs, and that promotes the importance of contextualized character education.49 As
noted earlier, EL Education has a clear framework, but they work with school leaders to infuse this vision into their schools in
an integrated, coherent way. EL Education brings its Core Practices into school structures at every turn and develops student
character in every aspect of the day from how students are communicated with, to what is assessed, to how content is delivered.
This approach allows each school’s approach to character development to meet EL Education’s clear expectations, but also to
meaningfully and authentically support each school’s nuanced character-driven missions.
In addition, EL Education has created a comprehensive, open-source ELA curriculum, which explicitly encompasses character
development, that has been adopted by districts and schools across the country. As a part of this curriculum, EL Education
provides teachers with a Curriculum Crosswalk to show how the EL Education character framework is infused into all aspects
of of the curriculum. When teachers are leading a class discussion on a class read aloud, for instance, the questions she asks
requires students to make arguments using evidence from the text and to discuss that with their partners. Embedded in that
practice is critical thinking (effective learners), perspective taking and empathy (ethical people), and teamwork (belonging).
The curriculum provides intentional, planned supports for teachers using the EL Education ELA curriculum to deliberately
support these skills alongside core academic content.
47. e.g., Durlak, 2016
48. e.g., CASEL, 2019
49. Berkowitz & Bier, 2004; CASEL, 2019; Jubilee Centre, 2015; Ruby & Doolittle, 2010; Seider, 2012
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EL Education’s focus on creating a baseline foundation in which character can thrive through crew and effective leadership, as
well as their focus on bringing a contextualized curriculum to their schools contributes to the continuing conversation on how
to find a balance between explicit and implicit approaches to fostering student character. For example, Narvaez and Lapsley
have both argued that moral education can be tantamount to “best practice instruction”50 so that there is “little need for
specialized instruction,”51 but, at the same time, have also pointed to role modeling, offering character demonstrations, thinking
aloud, talking about moral exemplars, and offering opportunities for practice as examples of directly teaching character. In all,
Lapsley and Narvaez argued that in “the best approaches to character education...both direct and indirect approaches find a
place in the curriculum.”52
Related EL Education Books:
»» EL Education’s Core Practices document (primarily for internal use for EL schools): a comprehensive document
that outlines what each core practice can look like in schools.
»» Management in the Active Classroom: a manual for teachers to consider how to leverage classroom management
as a tool for student achievement.53
»» Leaders of Their Own Learning: a resource for teachers to empower students with student-engaged assessments.54
»» Learning that Lasts: Challenging, Engaging, and Empowering Students with Deeper Instruction: a practical guide
for teachers to bring deeper instruction into their classrooms.55

Part III: Measuring Character for Proof of Impact
& School Improvement
The concept of measuring character empirically and concretizing its outcomes is a relatively new undertaking, rife with
complexities, criticisms, and questions of validity and reliability as well as concerns about whether data can be adequately
disaggregated to measure equity of outcomes. In their commitment to accurately and effectively gauging student success and
areas of growth, EL Education has dedicated itself to learning about and developing best practices in this field. Their goals have
been twofold: first, they have engaged in research endeavors aimed at establishing proof of the overall impact of EL Education
on student outcomes; second, they have attempted to create and draw on existing measures of improvement that can be used
formatively by school staff in on-the-ground education settings.
EL Education’s dual goals of measuring proof of impact and developing educator-oriented, formative measures echoes a larger
conversation regarding the goals and processes of social science oriented impact measurement versus “practical measurement.”
Recently, scholars across the social-emotional and character education fields have called for a turn towards “practical
measurement,”56 which falls, generally, under the larger umbrella of education improvement science.57 Traditional educational
research is often focused on establishing theory-based relationships between constructs or focused on the impact of a certain
intervention; as such, this research often draws on long, psychometric scales that have been developed in order to establish
high internal validity and reliability as well as test-retest reliability.58 Such concepts allow the researcher(s) to know that they
are measuring the “true” construct (internal validity), that multiple items on a survey represent a construct well (internal
reliability), and that a construct remains stable over time (test-retest reliability).59

50.
51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
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Practical measurement, on the other hand, is meant to be focused on creating measures that can be used formatively by
educators in everyday practice.60 Although validity and reliability remain priorities for practical measures, other considerations
may be of higher import; for example, most scholars agree that such measures should be brief, need to be sensitive to shortterm changes, should be authentic to the setting or behaviors in question (ecological validity), need to predict useful outcomes
within the given setting (predictive validity), and should help educators set priorities.61
As in most cases, many schools will need to find the right balance between both more research-oriented proof of impact
measures and more formative, educator-oriented measures; while research-oriented measures tend to be better for establishing
the effectiveness of an intervention or for overall proof of impact studies (given their focus on internal validity and reliability),
practical measures will likely be more suited to helping educators formatively assess their students’ growth and to predict
real-world, everyday educational outcomes (given their higher ecological and predictive validity).62 In line with this need for
finding balance, below we begin by describing EL Education’s proof of impact studies and then describe the development of
EL Education’s student-level self-report measurement surveys and school-level walkthrough tools, as well as EL Education’s
ongoing process to include self-reflection, educator feedback, and relevant research to continue to drive their work.

Proof of Impact Studies
EL Education began attempting to measure student character by conducting overarching research studies employing
psychologically validated scales aimed at understanding character growth in their students. Three studies were completed,
including the Becoming Effective Learners Student Study (BEL) the Building Equitable Learning Environments study (BELE),
and the Character and Crew Comparison study. In all, the results of these studies were surprising. Despite the EL Education
schools in the studies generally serving as exemplars of character development, the research studies tended to find that
participating schools did not demonstrate high character scores. Although further research is needed, the results of these
studies suggest that the idea of reference bias, discussed further below, may be at the heart of this seeming paradox.

Becoming Effective Learners Study
The Becoming Effective Learners Student Survey, led by University of Chicago’s Consortium on School Research, occurred
in 2015 and 2016, with three EL Education middle schools and four EL Education high schools participating in the study.
Measures included classroom conditions, class preparedness, belonging, grit, relevance, school belonging, self-efficacy, selfregulation, and growth mindset. In general, the study found that EL Education middle schools performed more negatively
on grit, relevance, and self-efficacy than comparison schools, but scored higher on self-regulation and growth mindset. The
EL Education high schools performed similarly in comparison to matched schools, again performing more negatively on grit,
relevance, self-efficacy, and self-regulation, but more positively on growth mindset. Farrington63 suggested that reference bias
was a possible explanation for these unexpected results; reference bias is the idea that participants use their own, individual,
subjective frames of reference when self-reporting on their own attributes. In this case, it means that attending EL Education
schools may have raised students’ awareness of what it means to belong, feel self-efficacious, be gritty, etc., so that students at
these schools were likely to have higher expectations to which they held themselves when reporting on these types of items
than peers in other educational models.64 Notably, the exception to concerns of reference bias - growth mindset (see below)appeared to be the only construct in which EL Education schools compared favorably to other matched schools.
A Note on Reference Bias
Reference bias as a possible reason for null results in the above study aligns with what many education and
character scholars are currently encountering when attempting to make between-school or cross-cultural
comparisons. For example, Tuttle and colleagues found that students at a high performing charter school who
spent more time on homework and had higher test scores than matched comparison peers did not—as expected—
score more highly on the survey question “I come to class prepared” than their peers at lower performing schools;65
the idea of reference bias suggests that it is likely that these students’ frame of reference were higher standards
60.
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than their matched comparison peers, and that they drew on, and measured themselves against, this frame of
reference when answering this survey question.66
Unfortunately, an agreed-upon best method of dealing with reference bias has yet to be found. The most
commonly cited method for attenuating reference bias involves constructing what are termed “anchoring
vignettes.”67 For anchoring vignettes, researchers construct pre-scaled vignettes and ask participants to rank
the vignettes on the same scale as a construct that is being measured; that is, the vignettes are pre-written to
usually represent “high,” “medium,” and “low” levels of the construct being evaluated, although this is unknown to
participants. Participants are then asked to rate the vignette using the construct scale, and then also complete the
construct scale for themselves. In all, the participants scores on the construct of interest are re-scaled using their
responses on the hypothetical vignettes in order to put all participants on a similar scale.68 The cross-cultural PISA
exam used anchoring vignettes in both their 2012 and 2015 field trials and found mixed results in the ability of the
anchoring vignettes to control reference bias.69
Perhaps more encouragingly, some research has found that certain constructs are less susceptible to reference
bias threats. For example, West and colleagues70 found that students at high performing public charter schools
all exhibited reference bias threats on self-reported grit, conscientiousness, and self-control measures, whereas
they did not exhibit the same pattern in their growth mindset answers. West and colleagues71 concluded that
attributes and competencies that focus on internal and privately held beliefs, like growth mindset, are likely to be
less susceptible to reference bias threats in comparison to attributes such as grit or self-control, which require an
external frame of reference. Notably, West et al.72 argued that the impact of reference bias on students’ scores is
likely to continue to exacerbate between school or individual differences rather than attenuate over time in schools
that are actively trying to impact these types of character strengths and attributes, given that such schools are
actively trying to change students’ frames of reference and often push these frames of reference continually higher
for students.

Character and Crew Comparison Study
Keeping in mind the possibility of reference bias effects, in 2018, EL Education collaborated with Panorama Education in order
to try to further measure and understand character growth in students across EL Education schools. The Character and Crew
Comparison study73 measured growth mindset, social awareness, rigorous expectations, school belonging, and school climate
in 7th and 8th graders in approximately 800 students across ten EL Education schools. Students from matched comparison
schools were also included in the study. Four of the five measures included in the study were designed by Dr. Hunter Gehlbach,
the director of research for Panorama Education, in a six step design process aimed at establishing construct validity; only
the social awareness scale was adapted from other research. This study found, echoing prior findings from the BEL study,
that EL Education students reported significantly higher growth mindset scores than matched peers; however, no statistically
significant differences were found between EL Education students and their peers on the other four included constructs. Like
Dr. Camille Farrington, Chiatovich and Moulton74 suggested that reference bias was a possible and likely explanation for such
results given that the EL Education model lends itself to developing high standards for belonging, school climate, and social
awareness, while growth mindset has been found to be less susceptible to reference bias concerns.75

Building Equitable Learning Environments (BELE).
EL Education’s third research study—Building Equitable Learning Environments (BELE)—began in the fall of 2016 and
concluded its third year of data collection in summer 2019. Aligning with research outlining the disproportionate importance
of SEL and character education for promoting positive outcomes for historically underserved students,76 the focus of the study
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was whether Crew could serve as an engine for equity and belonging. Six EL Education network schools were chosen for the
study, and, in line with the goals of improvement science research,77 each school concentrated on a school-specific, contextually
relevant Crew practice. These practices were identified by each participating school’s students completing a “Crew Belonging
Survey” that had been co-developed by EL Education and Stanford University; the student survey specifically focused on the
areas of respect and trust, belonging and community, and crew experiences and purpose. Participating teachers then analyzed
this survey data and discussed what practices were helping or hindering student belonging in Crew, and then used Plan-DoStudy-Act (PDSAs) cycles78 in order to test out potential changes to their Crews. After enacting such changes, teachers met
regularly to discuss and analyze relevant data, such as exit tickets or teacher observations. Several positive outcomes resulted,
including increased trust, belonging, and willingness to share; however, in some cases no measurable changes (via pre / post
student surveys) were observed. Perhaps more importantly, though, the study helped shed light on what practices teachers
might leverage to promote a sense of belonging and care in students. Allowing for identity exploration through Crew and
finding ways to allow for student leadership and ownership (e.g., student-led Crews and sharing and unpacking survey data in
Crew with students) were powerful ways to promote student belonging and to create a broader sense of community through
Crew.
Overall, the BELE study demonstrated the importance of allowing for shared ownership across the EL Education network for
defining and measuring student outcomes and integrating educators into the planning, inquiry, and problem-solving processes
surrounding student data and measurement. In addition, the study also called into question the possible need for more changesensitive and educator-oriented measures, given that several schools did not see expected changes on the study’s survey as
a result of their interventions despite observed differences in students’ behavior and engagement in crew activities. This
study made clear that in order for educators to take on robust, evidence-based improvement practices related to character,
EL Education needed to provide more intentional resources across their network, such as systems and root cause analyses
resources, end-user analysis protocols such as empathy interviews and analyzing data with students, improvement cycle
models, and improvement-oriented measures of character and crew.

Character Measurement for Strategic Improvement
As noted above, EL Education has pursued two simultaneous measurement goals—both to provide proof of impact, generally,
of student outcomes and to provide measures of improvement for EL Education educators to use to make changes in their
own work. Whereas the Becoming Effective Learners and Character and Crew comparison studies served as proof of impact
studies, the BELE study demonstrated the need for additional work on educator-oriented measures that track student growth
for EL Education schools and offer means of improvement. Another impetus for developing educator oriented measures
was EL Education’s requirement that schools provide clear evidence of impact on students’ character growth as part of their
credentialing process.
Given this history, a primary focus of EL Education’s commitment to measurement was to create tools that accurately measured
specific character constructs. Another crucial consideration was the practical use and application of these tools by school
teachers and leaders in the EL Education community and beyond. As such, EL Education’s approach to developing character
measurement tools was built on a educator-researcher design-based process. This involved a careful, iterative process grounded
in a foundation of relevant scholarship and traditional psychometrics, and driven by multiple rounds of educator feedback,
careful calibration of measures to the defined character constructs at a range of pilot schools, and revision cycles led by the EL
Education research team.
Throughout the measurement design process, numerous forms of measurement were considered. Traditionally, character
and SEL measures have most often been self-report measures, wherein the student often rates him or herself on a relevant
competency on a Likert scale or is rated by an observer, such as a peer or teacher.79 Such measures serve as an efficient means
of collection, are fairly predictive of real life behaviors, and are one of the few measures capable of accessing a student’s inner
thoughts, feelings, and states.80 On the other hand, survey items can be misinterpreted by participants, responses can vary
greatly depending on the context or how the participant is feeling in that particular moment, observers can incorrectly report
on the behavior of another person, and there are various forms of bias (e.g., reference bias, see above) from which surveys and
self-reports are known to suffer.81
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Behavioral or performance tasks, on the other hand, serve as a direct task wherein a participant performs a positive or negative
behavior, such as the seminal “Marshmallow Test” that assessed young children’s self control.82 Such tasks tend to temper
the various biases that are often found in self-report research and eliminate concerns regarding misinterpretation; however,
behavioral tasks are often time-consuming, are susceptible to whether participants know they are being observed, and are
often too artificial a task to be generalized to real-world behaviors.83 Indeed, many behavioral tasks, often completed in a lab
or other controlled environment, fail to take contextual factors into account; for example, Mischel’s “Marshmallow Test” has
been critiqued for not understanding how varying levels of trust between adults and children from more and less privileged
backgrounds might affect how long a child will wait to receive a potential treat.84 In all, triangulating between several types
of measurements—that is, drawing upon multiple, varying sources of data and looking for patterns and divergences between
them85—has come to be seen as perhaps the best manner for measuring character or social-emotional learning strengths.86
Given this landscape of potential measurements tools, an iterative design process led EL Education to create two types of tools
that they believed were best positioned to support schools in their measurement of character - student self-report surveys and
a walkthrough observation tool. Student self-report surveys were selected because of their ease of use/distribution, the rich
information they provide about student self-perceptions and experiences, and because this data could be easily disaggregated to
identify disproportionalities in student experiences by subgroup.
Walkthroughs, as defined by EL Education, involve 7-10 minute observations per classroom, in many classrooms, conducted by
a school leader and his or her leadership team and staff as well as potentially EL Education coaches or district administrators.
Walkthroughs were selected because they provided information about the extent to which character could be observed across
the entire school (i.e., the extent to which teachers were promoting and supporting habits of character, and to which students
were developing habits of character), and because it positioned the school leadership team to get into classrooms and provide
formative feedback and appropriate supports to their staff around character development. In addition, Walkthroughs allow
observers to take context into account in a way that survey tools generally do not. For example, if one student is having a
challenging day, the observer might take note of not only that child’s behavior, but also the ways in which the rest of the class
(peers and adults in the room) respond to and support that student. Leveraging a tool that gives observers the opportunity to
take into account the broader classroom and school ecosystem is one way in which EL Education is moving the field forward
in accounting for the complexity inherent in measuring such complicated, nuanced, malleable, and ever-changing constructs.
Below we describe the process and outcome of developing these practical measurement tools.

Phase 1: Connection to EL Education’s mission and relevant scholarship
To ensure that the measurement tools developed were aligned with EL Education’s vision of character, and also supported
by the research in the field, a comprehensive literature review was conducted in 2016. The primary goal of this review was
to inform EL Education’s efforts to define, measure, and track student and school progress in character development. This
literature review had two phases. The first was to gather information about EL Education’s approach, philosophy, and current
projects to ensure that the research done was in alignment with EL Education’s current practices and goals. The second phase
was to build on this foundational review process and to assess the research in the field.
The goal of reviewing EL Education was primarily to better understand EL Education’s approach and philosophy so as to
appropriately align the existing literature to the EL Education framework. This review involved a review of credentialing
documents (e.g., school portfolios), curriculum maps, and publications (e.g., Leaders of their own Learning), as well as
interviews with Chief Academic Officer Ron Berger, and EL staff across all departments (credentialing, programming,
curriculum, publication).
The review of the literature included a review of experts in the field identified through prior work and suggestions by EL
Education staff; research reviews in the fields of non-cognitive factors, 21st century skills, and deeper learning; a subset of
publications cited in research reviews; reports and articles identified from ERIC and Google Scholar searches of key terms; and
research references posted on websites focused on character (e.g., characterlab, casel, mindsetonline, character.org).
This initial review process yielded a comprehensive alignment of the current scholarship on character education with the
goals of EL Education, where character skills and beliefs were identified for each of the three core focus areas (work to become
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effective learners, work to become ethical people, and contribute to a better world). For example, scholarly concepts such as
social awareness, perspective-taking, and empathy were mapped on to the core focus area of “Becoming Ethical People.” Then,
EL Education researched and synthesized the scholarship, outcomes, and potential developmentally appropriate and effective
measurement tools associated with each character skill or belief, and. This literature review served as an initial reference point
for the development of the EL Education Character Toolbox.

Phase 2: Compiling surveys and walkthroughs
Using the literature review work described above, the research team analyzed both the advantages and disadvantages of over
50 current measurement instruments. Many elements were taken into consideration including: alignment to the EL Education
definition of character, parsimony, evidence-base, psychometric rigor, ability to access, cost, and existing relationships with
survey authors. Measurement tools were acquired using work from researchers on the EL Education advisory board, surveys
from grants written by EL Education, and tools from external researchers.
To construct the EL Education Character surveys, a broad set of research-validated surveys were reviewed using the criteria
set above (alignment, parsimony, psychometric rigor, etc.). Then, subsets of items from selected scales were chosen based on
alignment to EL Education character behaviors, beliefs, and skills. Items were chosen rather than entire scales to keep surveys
short, usable, and broad enough to cover a variety of character constructs. Three character surveys were constructed: the
Becoming Effective Learners Survey, the Becoming Ethical People Survey, and the Contributing To A Better World Survey.
To construct the EL Education Character Walkthroughs, a similar review of currently existing and robust observation tools and
adult reports (i.e., teacher observations) was conducted. Here, however, the format of observation posed a problem: oftentimes,
currently existing observation tools required users to observe for long periods of time, or, in the case of teacher reports,
required retrospective reflection and judgment (i.e., “in the past month, how often did this student display…?”). Furthermore,
adult retrospective reports contribute to the inherent assumption that character skills are individualistic and innate (rather
than context-dependent and malleable), and are vulnerable to observer biases. For the purposes and use case of EL Education
Walkthroughs (i.e., quick, frequent, and many observations in many classes over the course of the day; focused on both observed
behaviors and contextual factors of character development; and conducted several times over the course of the year to monitor
improvements), however, this meant that very few currently existing tools matched EL Education’s use criteria. Indeed,
scholars have continued to point out the lack of change sensitivity in contemporary character measurement; that is, current
measures were not designed to respond to short term changes in strengths and attributes.87
A Note on Change Sensitivity
Contemporary theories of human development, and therefore character development, agree that human
development is malleable across time and that it occurs within complex relationships in micro and macro
contexts.88 As Osher and colleagues pointed out, this view negates the nature versus nurture debate, instead
contending that “development is a constructive enterprise shaped by ongoing, reciprocal interactions between
children’s biology, their developing brains and their physical and social contexts, with the latter playing a defining
role.”89
Many of the measures created to assess character to date have not been created with this understanding of
human development in mind. Traditionally, character measures were designed to measure stable personality traits
that were theoretically insensitive to either developmental changes or contextual influences.90 As more and more
researchers and educators become interested in “practical measurement”91 and being able to predict an individual’s
change across time, the need for measures that are sensitive to short-term intra-individual changes has become
evident.92 Lerner noted, “ in the field of human development, wherein the fundamental questions are about changes
in the processes of life, measures that are impervious to age- or context-associated variation are useless.”93
Scholars are working to create character measures that can better address the need to gather data at the level
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of the individual changing across time, rather than at the more aggregated, stable, inter-individual group level.94
For example, in such measures, rather than the more traditional procedure of omitting items because they do
not exhibit strong test-retest reliability, change-sensitive measures might keep these items in order to examine
individual change across shorter time spans.95 Qualitative methods, such as cognitive interviews, can also shed
light on what items change the most in response to different contexts,96 and a variety of statistical methods,
including IRT, Rasch models, and the Idiographic Filter, can now be employed to examine these more idiographic,
or person-centered, measurement models.97

A final challenge EL Education faced in identifying and developing practical character observations tools was to balance the
tensions between items that were both concrete enough to be reliable and valid, and the desire to be agnostic enough so as
to be usable across a variety of contexts (for example, between different schools and their conceptions/lexicon of character;
or between different classrooms) and developmental stages. For example, many character skills and behaviors vary across
developmental stages,98 highlighting the need for a flexible observation tool across grade levels. Referencing currently
existing observation instruments and weighing what behaviors can feasibly and consistently be observed in school contexts
within a short time window, the Research Team constructed two EL Education Character Walkthrough instruments to cover
a subset of character outcomes: the Becoming Effective Learners Walkthrough, and the Becoming Ethical People Walkthrough.
Both tools contain developmentally appropriate indicators based on grade level (for example, a K-5 indicator for naming
and describing emotions and emotional needs). The EL Education Character Walkthrough tools, given that they were
not developed from previously psychologically validated measures, were the key focus of the piloting and validation that
followed (described below).
In alignment with the ideals of “practical measurement,”99 the instruments identified through this search aligned with the
skills, beliefs, and habits students develop in EL Education schools. They are practical, with delivery done in the classroom in
less than 30 minutes for surveys, and walkthroughs broken down by construct to be completed in multiple, short classroom
visits. Above all, they are designed to be an integral part of the school improvement process, used at strategic times of the
year to assess baseline experiences, feed “root cause” analyses, and track progress and impact of interventions over the
course of the year.

Phase 3: Piloting and Validating
Following the completion of initial versions of the survey and walkthrough instruments, key EL Education organization
leaders, field staff, and school leaders reviewed the tools to determine whether the items included in each tool reflected
the kinds of behaviors, skills, and mindsets they expect to see in their students (face validity verification). The tools were
modified based on this initial set of feedback. Then, ten EL Education middle and high schools piloted the survey and
walkthrough tools as part of their school improvement process and provided substantive feedback on both set of tools. The
design process undertaken to validate and improve each set of tools are described below.
Surveys were validated through two stages. First, school teams who were involved in the pilot distributed the surveys to
4th-12th grade students in their schools, reviewed their character survey data as part of their fall root cause and baseline
data analysis structures, and provided feedback via surveys and focus groups on the usability and alignment of the surveys.
In general, EL educators felt that the surveys were fairly comprehensive and that they were representative of the character
constructs they were seeing in their schools every day; many were excited about the ease of use of the survey platform and
about getting survey feedback immediately through the Dimensions data platform. Through this feedback, two factors
were raised and addressed: first, that there were missing survey constructs that they would like to see included in future
versions; and second, that there were concerns about whether students from late elementary and early middle school grades
understood constructs like transcendent purpose and civic responsibility. EL Education responded to these feedback by first
adding three sub-scales to later versions: environmental stewardship, socio-emotional skills, and self-management.
Second, to examine developmental differences in survey use, the Research Team verified through literature review of the
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included scales and via lexile level checks of each survey that the content (and past psychometric verification) was appropriate
for use with grades as low as 4th grade. Then, the team conducted cognitive interviews with a sample of linguistically and
culturally diverse students in grades 4-7, where each student participated in a think-aloud protocol as they interpreted each
survey item across the three surveys. The cognitive interviews revealed that, despite appropriate lexile levels and prior
distributions by the instrument authors to student populations in the 4th and 5th grade, students below grade 6 could not
readily grasp the vocabulary and complexity of the concepts covered. Thus, we recommend to EL Education schools (and to
others using similar surveys) that surveys are most appropriate for students in the 6th grade and above, and that key vocabulary
contained in surveys should be unpacked with students prior to taking the survey. Other researchers have similarly noted
that younger ages, such as primary grades, may not be suitable for SEL self-report measures and that teacher observations of
behaviors are more appropriate for this age range.100
Walkthrough revisions and testing involved a more collaborative process with several key schools. First, three EL Education
school coaches reviewed initial drafts of the EL Education Character Walkthroughs for clarity, face validity, and ability to see
each indicator consistently within a short time window. Then, the research team conducted walkthroughs at two participating
pilot schools with the respective school leadership teams, and identified indicators that needed clarifying or were difficult
to observe consistently, and character skills that varied by developmental stage or were missing from the walkthrough. This
feedback was folded into the second round of revisions that were then piloted by the remaining eight schools. A final round
of feedback from the eight schools was collected through surveys and analysis of school team documents (i.e., notes taken by
school teams on walkthroughs, as well as calibration note catchers created to clarify what each indicator “looks like, sounds
like”), and informed a third and final round of revisions.

Outcome
The result of the process described above is a set of measurement tools that include both self-report measures and school
leader walkthrough tools. The constructs within each category of character, related terms, and the tool(s) they are represented
in are described below. It is important to note that while EL Education embarked on the multi-year, research-based, educatordriven journey detailed above, the tools described below remain limited in their scope as a result of the very nature of the task
at hand. There are nuanced elements of character that EL Education educators care about that simply cannot be captured with
measurement tools. The tools below aim to give educators and school leaders opportunities to examine, celebrate, and support
the growth of student character, while also recognizing and embracing the complexity that comes with measuring something as
malleable and multi-dimensional as character.
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Table 1: Character Strengths and Definitions
Measured Construct
Definition
Becoming Effective Learners
Responsibility and Ownership

Growth Mindset
Self-management*
Active Engagement
Collaboration

Perseverance

the ability and willingness to lead and
feel responsible for their own learning

Related Terms

Surveys Walkthroughs

Integrity,
Self-Discipline,
Craftsmanship

Yes

the belief that they have the potential
to change those factors that are cen- Tenacity
Yes
tral to their performance in school
the ability to self-monitor and manage Self-Regulation,
Yes
their effort to optimize their learning Discipline
Contribution,
the willingness and ability to deeply
Critical Thinking,
engage in learning activities
Inquiry
the capacity to work with others pro- Communication,
ductively towards a common goal
Relationship Skills*
the capacity to stay focused and conPersistence,
tinue persisting on a task, even when
Tenacity, Grit,
confronted with difficulty, failure, or
Craftsmanship
boredom

Yes

Yes
Yes
Yes

Yes

Becoming Ethical People
Socio-Emotional Skills

the ability to accurately recognize
and successfully regulate one’s own
emotions, thoughts, and behaviors in
different situations

Self-regulation,
emotional awareness

Caring, Sothe ability to consider the perspectives cio-Emotional
and share the feelings of others
Skills, Social
Awareness*
the willingness and desire to care for
Kindness, Service,
Compassion
and help others
Altruism, Caring
to have due regard for the feelings,
Relationship skills*,
Respect
wishes, position, and rights of others
interpersonal skills
Contribution,
the adherence to one’s beliefs or moral
Courage, Self-DisIntegrity
codes even in the face of scrutiny, lack
cipline, Ethical
of accountability or validation
Responsibility
to engage in courageous, initiaCourage, RelationPeer Leadership
tive-taking behaviors that compel
ship Skills*
others toward a common goal
Contributing to a Better World
to understand the importance of and
Active Citizenship,
commitment to actions that service
Civic Responsibility
Service & Stewtheir community and/or the larger
ardship, Purpose
world
the beliefs that one has the capacity
Active Citizenship,
to positively impact or contribute to
Civic Empowerment
Service & Stewtheir community and/or the larger
ardship
world
to have purposeful or “pro-social”
Long-Term Purpose
goals for the future focused beyond
Active Citizenship
the self
to have the desire and belief in one’s
Environmental Stewardship own agency to care for the environment
Empathy and Perspective
Taking

Yes

Yes

Yes
Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

Yes

*Indicates a construct named in the CASEL Framework
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The information in this table created a foundation for school leaders to see how their own schools’ visions of character is
aligned with the EL Education framework as well as the broader field of character education. This in turn often prompts school
administrators to first reflect more precisely on how they define character at their school, and then (with the assistance of EL
Education researchers) to select the measurement tools that best reflect their school’s unique character goals and contextual
strengths. Indeed, numerous researchers have supported the notion that frameworks help in understanding first what one
is hoping to improve in students so that schools and educators can then understand how to best measure this quality in
students.101
The combination of surveys and walkthrough tools allow school leaders to gain a complex assessment of character at their
schools. For example, in order to understand the way that students perceive their own empathy and perspective taking, the
survey tool asks questions such as the ones below (drawn from Panorama Education’s Perspective-Taking sub-scale):
Table 2. Excerpt from Panorama Education’s Perspective-Taking sub-scale

101. Berg et al., 2017;; Jones et al., 2016; McKown, 2017a, 2017b
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In order to gain a broader sense of empathy and perspective taking on a broader contextual level, school leaders
use the walkthrough tool to make note of evidence for and against the presence of these character strengths. An
excerpt is presented below.
Table 3. Excerpt from Walkthrough Tool on Empathy & Perspective-Taking
1. Socio-Emotional Skills - Teachers

Evidence For

Evidence Against

1A. (K-5 only) The teacher provides, models and reinforces emotional
awareness language and behaviors
1B. When necessary, the teacher uses conflicts that arise as learning
opportunities for socio-emotional awareness.
Overall, my teachers effectively support students’ socio-emotional skills development.
Not Evident

Somewhat Evident

Evident

2. Socio-Emotional Skills - Students

N/A
Evidence For

Evidence Against

2A. (K-5 only) Students name and describe their emotions and/or emotional
needs.
2B. (K-5 only) Students manage positive emotions (e.g., elation, pride) with
confidence that doesn’t belittle or exclude others.
2C. Students maintain composure while constructively working through
conflict or disagreement to maintain progress on task.
2D. (6-12 only) Students accept feedback non-defensively, with acceptance
and understanding.
Overall, my students demonstrate effective socio-emotional skills.
Not Evident

Somewhat Evident

Evident

3. Empathy & Perspective Taking - Teachers

N/A
Evidence For

Evidence Against

3A. The teacher provides opportunities for students to share ideas and
perspectives.
3B. The teacher provides, models, and reinforces perspective-taking language
and behaviors.
Overall, my teachers effectively support students’ empathy and perspective-taking.
Not Evident

Somewhat Evident

Evident

4. Empathy & Perspective Taking - Students

N/A
Evidence For

Evidence Against

4A. Students are willing to listen to and show appreciation for multiple
perspectives.
4B. Students notice and respond empathetically to the emotional states of
others.
4C. (6-12 only) Students engage intellectually and productively with different
ideas or points of view.
Overall, my students demonstrate effective empathy and perspective-taking.
Not Evident

Somewhat Evident

Evident

5. Peer Leadership - Teachers

N/A
Evidence For

Evidence Against

5A. The teacher (or the school) provides opportunities for students to take
leadership roles in collaborative work.
Overall, my teachers effectively support students’ peer leadership.
Not Evident

Somewhat Evident

Evident

6. Peer Leadership - Students

N/A
Evidence For

Evidence Against

6A. Students motivate (inspire, appreciate and encourage) their team
members to meet their common goals.
6B. (6-12 only) Students hold their team members accountable for their role to
meet their common goals.
Overall, my students demonstrate peer leadership.
Not Evident

Somewhat Evident

Evident

N/A
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Ease of Use
To support data analysis, EL Education delivers the EL Education Character Toolbox through the EL Education Dimensions
Data Platform, a web-based data analysis tool specifically designed for EL Education network schools to track implementation,
gather data, easily access meaningful reports of results, and assess impact. The Dimensions Data Platform was created in
an effort to promote sustainable continuous improvement for all EL Education partnerships and develop a shared vision of
quality. The tools made available in the Dimensions Data Platform (including, aside from the EL Education Character Toolbox,
a series of instructional and school climate rubrics, Deeper Instruction and curriculum walkthroughs, staff and leadership
surveys, and other key data visualizations for school improvement) are designed to give school leaders and teams formative
data on practices, behaviors, and beliefs in their schools to support critical conversations about equity, high-quality practices,
and dynamic action. The platform offers the ability to track data across multiple streams of quantitative measurement through
real-time reports. Users can track data in real-time through automatically created reports, which allows teams to immediately
identify patterns and dig into potential root-causes for deeper inquiry, and above all, take more responsive action to inequities
or opportunity gaps they identify. Through the Dimensions Data Platform, users can view the EL Education Character Survey
and Walkthrough data by “event” (i.e., “Fall Character Survey 2019”) and over time (i.e., comparing survey or walkthrough
results over multiple events in a school year). Users can view this data in aggregate (across the entire school), filter data by
grade or class, or compare student survey data by gender, race, or grade level.
Figure 3: Dimensions Data Platform

Throughout the creation of these instruments, feedback structures via school-visits, focus groups, and surveys revealed
that schools needed support not just in the interpretation of the data generated from surveys and walkthroughs, but greater
guidance around how these tools can be leveraged for school improvement. Two subsequent sets of resources are in the process
of being built to address this need: first, a suite of calibration tools to support norming and reliable use of walkthroughs, and
second, a series of data protocols and structures to support schools to translate findings from surveys and walkthroughs into
actionable changes.
Additional EL Education Publication Resources:
»» What is Improvement Science?
One-page document outlining EL Education’s framing of the Carnegie Foundation’s six principles
of improvement science.
»» How Can Teachers Create Equitable Spaces for All Students?:102
Part 1 of a 3-part blog series on Ed Week describing the Becoming Equitable Learners study.
»» Equity and Voice: How a Sense of Belonging Promotes Student Agency:103
Part 2 of a 3-part blog series on Ed Week describing the Becoming Equitable Learners study.
»» Using Continuous Improvement to Disrupt Inequity and Promote Deeper Learning:
Part 3 of a 3-part blog series on Ed Week describing the Becoming Equitable Learners study
102. Lee, 2018a
103. Lee, 2018b
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Common Ground for Educator-Oriented and Proof of Impact Measures
Harkening back to EL Education’s dual research measurement goals of both proof of impact and developing educator, growthoriented measures, the EL Education Character Toolbox can serve these dual goals for researchers, administrators, educational
leaders, and teachers.
From the educator perspective, as mentioned above, teacher teams are able to examine the self-report data on the Dimensions
Data platform and are able to use this self-report information to both inform and drive their practice on a granular level. By
looking at the ways that individual students, or groups of students, answer individual questions at particular times of year, or
across the school year, teachers are able to target their practices to respond to the needs of their students and to address critical
priorities in the classroom at relevant and appropriate points during the school year. For example, during the BELE study, one EL
Education middle school used self-report data to identify that 6th grade students answered the question “I feel like I belong in
my crew” more positively than 7th and 8th grade students. As such, they spent the school year working to identify Crew practices
that increased students’ sense of belonging in Crew, particularly for older students, such as establishing norms for their Monday
meeting and using texts and talking pieces as levers for facilitating conversations about identity.
Walkthroughs provide additional pieces of information to help school leaders and administrators drive the school improvement
process. Aside from disaggregating and examining Character Survey data, Character Walkthroughs allow for a wider look at the
scope of character education in the school, how it is being implemented, and the trajectory of character education at the school
across the school year. A school administrator might establish a baseline walkthrough at the beginning of the school year and
then complete several other walkthroughs throughout the year to see if character change is progressing as expected and if the
walkthrough data triangulates with student and teacher perspectives and self-report data. This data triangulation can then lead
to further school improvement efforts.
EL Education is able to use the measures for proof of impact, on the other hand, when significant positive aggregated survey
scale shifts or item level shifts on self-report measures occur, or, alternatively, new behaviors or supports become evident as seen
through school walkthroughs.
Unfortunately, using self-report measures for proof of impact research on character growth continues to be difficult; as discussed
above, students at different schools use different frames of reference in order to assess their own levels of character. As such,
issues of reference bias make between network, or cross-school, comparisons difficult. Although studies on the use of anchoring
vignettes to account for reference bias continue,104 as of yet, self-report measures of character serve best as a measure of withinschool character growth. However, as noted previously, some measures of character and character related competencies may be
less susceptible to reference bias, such as growth mindset105 and therefore may serve as good cross-school comparison measures.
Schools might also serve as their own comparisons when completing a time series study design. For example, a school might
plan to implement a character intervention one year, retire it the next year, and then implement it again the following year; the
differences in students scores between intervention years then serve as their own within-school comparison.
In addition to reference bias, measurement issues such as regression to the mean—wherein extreme positive and negative
responses tend to converge on the mean response when measured over time due to measurement error—may also serve as
one reason why character studies often see declines or little growth in student character when conducting pre-post designed
studies.106 From a credentialing standpoint, item-level growth should also be examined in addition to scale level growth,
particularly when schools have targeted particular items for improvement rather than complete scales for improvement.

Equity
A major area of growth for all educators and scholars working in the area of character and social emotional learning is how
to make such learning more equitable for all.107 In a recent review of 136 social and emotional competencies frameworks,
American Institutes of Research (AIR) scholars found that fewer than 20% of the frameworks took culturally or linguistically
diverse samples into consideration, which, they noted, resulted in a lack of consideration of diversity and inclusion in character
measurement:108 of the 26 SEL measures discussed in four compendia of non-cognitive and social and emotional measures
for children and adolescents they reviewed, none discussed whether the measures were valid or reliable for culturally diverse
104. e.g., Primi et al., 2016
105. West et al., 2016
106. Schatschneider, Wagner, Crawford, 2009
107. e.g., Berg et al., 2017; Davidson et al., 2018; Deutch, 2017; Martin, Collie, & Frydenberg, 2017
108. AIR, 2017
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groups.109 Jagers, Rivas-Drake, and Borowski proposed the idea of “transformative SEL,” which intends to “[make] explicit
issues such as power, privilege, prejudice, discrimination, social justice, empowerment, and self-determination in the field
of SEL”110. In line with other scholars focused on youth critical pedagogy and sociopolitical development,111 they argue
for the use of critical and culturally relevant pedagogy, strong teacher-student relationships, as well as inquiry-based and
collaborative education112 and for measures that are aligned with this more equitable form of education.
EL Education is sensitive to the historical tendency for character/SEL frameworks and measures to not be sufficiently
attuned to issues of inequity. Historically, character has been positioned as an innate, relatively fixed attribute of an
individual, rather than a set of malleable set of skills, mindsets, and dispositions that greatly depend on both contextual
factors (i.e., what students are experiencing outside of the classroom, how they feel about specific subjects, and what
their relationship is like with their peers and teachers) and the availability of germane developmental opportunities for
character development. As such, the walkthrough tools in the character toolbox attend to the ecosystem of the classroomi.e., the extent to which students are able to actively exercise their character skills and support one another’s development,
and whether the teacher is providing meaningful opportunities and supports for explicit character development - rather
than the evaluation of individual children’s character competencies, A second, equally important part of the educatororiented measurement development process for EL Education was designing a data system that could disaggregate
character measurement data by sub-groups so that teachers and leaders could assess if their educational model was
serving all students equally well, and, if not, make adjustments accordingly.
On the Dimensions Data Platform, educators are able to break down all self-report measures by teacher, class, race/
ethnicity (Asian, Black or African American, Hispanic or Latino/a/X, Native American or Alaskan Native, Native Hawaiian
or Pacific Islander, Middle Eastern, White, Multi-Racial, Prefer to Self-Identify, Prefer Not to Answer), and gender
(Woman or Girl, Man or Boy, Nonbinary, Transgender, Prefer to Self-Identify, Prefer Not to Answer). For example, in the
BELE study, such data allowed educators to see that students who identify as non-binary gender (neither “Girl” or “Boy”)
reported lower levels of belonging on average across participating schools, and that sense of belonging between racial
groups varied by school. Having such data led one school to implement an LGBTQ training for students and staff during
Crew to provide all participants with a common language with the goal of increasing feelings of belonging for all. Other
schools and Crews responded to such detailed data by drawing on strategies that align with those proposed by Jagers and
colleagues,113 such as developing student-led crews, sharing portions of the student belonging survey data with students
to unpack, developing an identity formation crew curriculum, and iterating on crew practices to foster peer-to-peer
relationships.
Finally, as a part of the EL Education credentialing process, schools are required to make equity statements about each
dimension of student achievement (mastery of knowledge and skills, high-quality student work, character). In this way,
teachers and school leaders are required to actively reflect and take action to ensure that all students are supported and
that equitable practices are prioritized.

Looking Ahead
EL Education’s development of comprehensive measurement tools for use within their schools continues to be an ongoing
process. EL Education is currently piloting additional character measurement tools including an equity indicator for
the Walkthrough Tool that asks the observer to look for specific indicators of equity in teacher practices and student
experiences. For example, a school leader would note whether or not a teacher is using practices in his or her classroom to
ensure that all students have an opportunity to use their voice. Also being piloted in the 2019-2020 school year are a series
of hypothetical scenario-based vignettes where students would have to indicate what they, their peers, or the adults in
their building might do in the situation. For example, a vignette might describe a student being bullied and ask the student
how they, their peers, or adults in their school might respond. Together, these measures would allow EL Education to
continue to form a more comprehensive, holistic, and nuanced understanding of students’ character, as well as a richer
sense of how students perceive their experiences and adult supports in their school.
109.
110.
111.
112.
113.

Ibid.
Jagers, Rivas-Drake, & Borowski, 2018, p.3
e.g., Duncan-Andrarde, & Morrell, 2008; Freire, 1970; Seider, Tamerat, Clark, & Soutter, 2017
Jagers et al., 2018
Jagers et al., 2018
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In addition to tuning tools and processes EL Education offers to schools with an equity stance (i.e., the equity indicators in
the EL Education Character Walkthroughs and the scenario-based measures), EL Education continues to interrogate how
their measurement and improvement approaches can more deeply attend to questions of equity, diversity, and inclusion for example, effective and productive disaggregation of data in school leadership conversations, an emphasis on creating
supportive and equitable environmental conditions for character development, and the intersections of EL Education’s crew
and character model with extant research on trauma-informed care, culturally responsive practices, and restorative justice.
In the context of their character efforts, they are currently undergoing a revision of their Character Framework to more
explicitly include positive social identity development to foster a deeper sense of purpose, belonging, social justice, and critical
consciousness—a key pedagogical practice consistent with culturally relevant teaching.114
EL Education is continuing its journey of researching and understanding ways of measuring and fostering character in a
rigorous and equitable manner. They believe that all researchers, educators, and scholars in this field can work together to
further this mission at the classroom, school, district, researcher, and policy levels. EL Education believes that together we can
commit to ensuring that all students are respected and supported in working to become effective learners and ethical people
who contribute to a better, more equitable world.

114. Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008
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