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The Social-Emotional and Character Development Scale (SECDS) is intended as a measure of

social-emotional skills and character for elementary school-age children. This study investigated the mea-

sure’s psychometric properties using data collected over 5 waves for a cohort of students followed from

Grades 3 to 5 in 14 urban elementary schools (N Range = 500 to 593). Confirmatory factor analysis indicated

good fit to the measure’s hypothesized first- and second-order factor structure at each wave. Scales corre-

sponding to the first-order factor structure demonstrated adequate internal consistency and test-retest reliabil-

ity. Consistent with previous research using similar measures of social-emotional skills and character, a

longitudinal analysis indicated that the means for these scales decreased over the 5 waves. The validity of the

SECDS general and individual scales was supported via their patterns of association with measures of

expected correlates of social-emotional skills and character. Overall, findings suggest the SECDS is appropri-

ate for assessing the development of different facets of social-emotional skills and character during elemen-

tary grades and that it could be useful for investigating their role in the developmental pathways for a range

of important youth outcomes. 

In recent years, schools and youth-serving

organizations increasingly have adopted pro-

grams based on theories of social-emotional

learning (SEL) (Weissberg & O’Brien, 2004)

and social-emotional and character develop-

ment (SECD) (Elias, 2009). Notwithstanding

the potential for other important differences, it

is noteworthy that programs developed within

SEL and SECD frameworks tend to overlap

considerably in their focus on strengthening
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students’ skills and behaviors in areas such as

prosocial behavior, honesty, self-development

and self-control (Elias, 2009; Elias, Parker,

Kash, & Dunkeblau, 2007; Park, 2004). The

aims of these programs are to improve stu-

dents’ SEL and SECD competencies in these

areas that, in turn, prevent negative student

outcomes such as violence and substance use,

and promote positive student outcomes such as

social competence and academic achievement

(Beets et al., 2009; Bierman et al., 2010;

E. C. Brown, Low, Smith, & Haggerty, 2011;

Elias & Haynes, 2008; Miller, Kraus, & Velt-

kamp, 2005). Evaluations of SEL and SECD

programs have each yielded evidence to sup-

port their ability to address these outcomes (for

reviews, see Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki,

Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011; Institute for Edu-

cational Sciences, 2007). Research that

informs the design and evaluation of both

types of programs thus shares a need for reli-

able and valid measures that assess SEL and

SECD related skills and behaviors. In this

paper, we introduce a new measure, the

Social-Emotional and Character Development

Scale (SECDS), that is designed to assess

skills and behaviors with likely relevance to

SEL and SECD programs. We present findings

from our study of the measure’s psychometric

properties using data gathered from elemen-

tary school students who participated in an

evaluation of Positive Action, a school-based

SECD intervention.

Conceptualizations of both SEL and SECD

emphasize those social and emotional skills

that promote youth’s positive adaptation and

well-being. One influential conceptualization

of SEL is that it encompasses the skills, includ-

ing self-management, self-awareness,

social-awareness, relationship skills, and

responsible decision making, that youth need

to handle themselves, their relationships and

their work effectively and ethically (Zins,

Weissberg, Wang, & Walberg, 2004). These

types of skills are expected to prepare youth

for success in adulthood by teaching them to

be good communicators, cooperative members

of a team, effective leaders, and caring,

concerned members of their communities

(Denham, 2006; Greenberg et al., 2003). 

Conceptualizations of SECD have empha-

sized the importance of these types of skills as

well (Elias, 2009). Regarding character specif-

ically, Baumrind (1998) provided the follow-

ing definition, which is representative of

others that have been offered in the literature

(Elias, 2009; Park, 2004): “Character refers to

such positive and cultivated habits as social

responsibility, moral commitment, self-disci-

pline and resoluteness by which constellation

the whole person is judged to be deficient, ade-

quate, or exemplary” (p. 4). A person with

good character is making a conscious decision

to act in accordance with principles that are

valued by society, so that the person makes

decisions that reflect, not only the quality of

the person, but that are also good for others and

society (Park & Peterson, 2006). 

Both SEL and SECD conceptualizations

highlight several specific skills or behaviors

that are important for youth and their develop-

ment. These include (but are not necessarily

limited to) prosocial behavior, honesty,

self-improvement, self-control, and respect for

rules and expected behaviors within the school

and home. With regard to prosocial behavior,

for example, the Collaborative for Academic

and Social and Emotional Learning included

social awareness and relationship skills as part

of their conceptualization of SEL (Payton et

al., 2000; Zins et al., 2004). Similarly a youth’s

ability to take the perspective of others and to

demonstrate respectful social interactions have

been viewed as important components of

SECD (Rose-Krasnor, 1997; Selman, 2003;

Shultz, Selman, & Larusso, 2003). With regard

to self-improvement, self-awareness and

self-development have been viewed as signifi-

cant components of SEL (Denham, Wyatt,

Bassett, Echeverria, & Knox, 2009; Payton et

al., 2000; Zins et al., 2004). The development

of one’s own personal qualities, capacities, tal-

ents, and skills are also viewed as demonstra-

tions of exemplary character (King et al.,

2005; Lerner et al., 2005). Similar overlap is

evident with respect to self-control and
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honesty, with conceptualizations of SEL refer-

ring to these skills as self-regulation and

responsible decision making (Eisenberg,

Hofer, & Vaughan, 2007; Elias et al., 1997;

Rothbart, Posner, & Kieras, 2006), and those

of SECD referring to them as the management

of emotions and truthfulness toward self and

others (Berkowitz & Grych, 2000; Eisenberg,

Champion, & Ma, 2004; King et al., 2005;

Lerner et al., 2005; Park, Peterson, & Selig-

man, 2004). Discussions of both SEL and

SECD also emphasize the extent to which

youth demonstrate respect for rules and expec-

tations for appropriate behavior and by impli-

cation adult authority figures (e.g., teachers

and parents), with studies indicating that such

behavior may differ considerably across home

and school settings (Brand & Felner, 1996;

Dishion, Patterson, Stoolmiller, & Skinner,

1991; Morris, Silk, & Steinberg, 2007; Pettit,

Bates, & Dodge, 1997). 

It is of further note that conceptualizations

of SEL and SECD (or character specifically)

each include references to broader, meta- or

second-order manifestations of these con-

structs. Such constructs may reflect a youth’s

overarching motivation and ability to act in

several interrelated ways that are consistent

with social-emotional learning and good char-

acter (Baumrind, 1998; Denham, 2006; Park &

Peterson, 2006; Payton et al., 2000; Zins et al.,

2004). The viability of an SEL or SECD

second-order construct is supported by evi-

dence of higher order manifestations of related

constructs, including self-concept (Marsh &

Craven, 2006; Marsh, Trautwein, Lüdtke,

Köller, & Baumert, 2006), self-esteem

(DuBois, Felner, Brand, Phillips, & Lease,

1996), and positive youth development

(Lerner et al., 2005).

Despite the broad base of interest in pro-

grams that focus on SEL and SECD within

schools and other settings, comprehensive

approaches to assessing the behaviors and

skills underlying these constructs are in an

early stage of development (for reviews, see

Humphrey et al., 2011; Wigglesworth, Hum-

phrey, Kalambouka, & Lendrum, 2010;

Wilson-Ahlstrom, Yohalem, DuBois, & Ji,

2011). Although scales assessing skills and

behaviors in areas similar to those highlighted

above have demonstrated encouraging psycho-

metric properties, several concerns merit atten-

tion. 

First, reviews of available instrumentation

have revealed a relative lack of measures of

SEL and SECD constructs for younger child

populations, especially those that use

self-report paper-pencil measures to record

children’s responses (Merrell & Gueldner,

2010; Person, Moiduddin, Hague-Angus, &

Malone, 2009). It may be difficult to assess

constructs relevant to SEL and SECD in a

valid manner without directly assessing the

personal knowledge that children have of their

own behaviors, associated attitudes and moti-

vations. This is a potentially significant limita-

tion given the existence of several programs

that target children in the early years of school-

ing that may require sound measures of SEL

and SECD constructs for evaluations of

impact. 

Second, as Denham et al. (2009) noted, the

skills and behaviors associated with SEL and

SECD may manifest themselves differently as

children mature, and contexts such as home,

school, and peer groups exert varying degrees

of influence on their development. Few stud-

ies, however, have examined the psychometric

properties of instruments intended to measure

constructs relevant to SEL and SECD as chil-

dren mature and develop during the important

early developmental years. 

Third, only a few studies have used factor

analysis to investigate the structural validity of

instruments that measure the intended distinct

SEL and SECD skills and behaviors (Hum-

phrey et al., 2011). With notable exceptions

(e.g., Bowers et al., 2010), possible higher

order hierarchical or second-order factor struc-

tures that might reflect broader SEL and SECD

constructs have not been considered. 

Finally, reports of SEL and SECD instru-

ments offer little evidence for their validity.

Durlak et al. (2011) noted that a majority of

studies they reviewed in their meta-analysis of
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evaluations of social and emotional learning

programs had a notable lack of instruments

with established validity to measure program

impacts. Past reviews of SEL and SECD

instruments similarly have commented on the

limited amount of evidence for their validity

(e.g., Humphrey et al., 2011; Wigglesworth et

al., 2010). Key issues in this regard include

demonstrating that SEL and SECD instru-

ments are associated in expected ways with

indices of constructs that theory and prior

research suggest should contribute to, and/or

be outcomes supported by, SEL and SECD

related skills (Person, Moiduddin,

Hague-Angus, & Malone, 2009; Wilson-

Ahlstrom et al., 2011). Moreover, reports of

validity evidence by student gender and race

are lacking and would be informative for

examining SEL and SECD program impacts

for different student demographics (Wilson-

Ahlstrom et al., 2011).

The instrument that is the focus of the pres-

ent research, the Social-Emotional and Char-

acter Development Scale (SECDS), was

developed in the context of an ongoing pro-

gram of research on the Positive Action (PA)

program that was conducted with Chicago

Public Schools. The PA program includes

classroom, school wide climate, family, and

community components (Flay & Allred, 2003,

2010; Flay, Allred, & Ordway, 2001) and is

based on theories of self-concept/esteem

(DuBois, Flay, & Fagen, 2009; Purkey, 1970;

Purkey & Novak, 1996), learning, behavior,

and school ecology (Flay & Allred, 2010;

Flay, Snyder, & Petraitis, 2009). The program

is designed to improve the abilities of children

and adolescents to have positive prosocial

interactions with peers, to be honest with self

and others, to engage in self-improvement, to

exhibit self-control, and to demonstrate respect

for rules and expectations for appropriate

behavior in school and home contexts. These

skills and behaviors, in turn, are intended col-

lectively to strengthen overall social-

emotional competencies and character (Flay &

Allred, 2010; Flay et al., 2009; Lewis et al.,

2012; Washburn et al., 2011) and contribute to

both the prevention of problem behaviors,

such as violence and substance abuse, and the

promotion of positive outcomes such as aca-

demic achievement (Flay & Allred, 2010). 

The SECDS is intended to assess each of

the previously identified overlapping facets of

social-emotional learning and character (i.e.,

prosocial behavior, honesty, self-development,

self-control, and respect for rules and expecta-

tions for appropriate behavior both at school

and in the home, respectively). We conceptual-

ize these different facets of skill and behavior

as being subsumed under a more global con-

struct of overall social-emotional and character

development. The SECDS uses a self-report

format and is designed for use with children as

young as third grade. Our broader goal in

developing the measure is to contribute an

instrument to the literature that would be of

value both in the evaluation of SEL and SECD

programs and in research on the development

of social-emotional skills and character among

elementary school-age children.

This initial study of the SECDS had four

primary aims. Using confirmatory factor anal-

ysis, a first aim was to investigate support for

the SECDS’s hypothesized multidimensional

and second-order factor structure. A second

aim was to examine the internal reliability of

the measure including, as recommended by

Wilson-Ahlstrom et al. (2011), separate esti-

mates of reliability across subgroups of chil-

dren varying in age, gender, and race/ethnicity.

We also examined the test-retest reliability of

the measure. A third aim was to test for poten-

tial changes in both the absolute and relative

levels of scores on the measure over the course

of the study, during which children progressed

from grade three to grade five. A final aim was

to conduct analyses that address the validity of

the instrument according to the framework and

recommendations of several prior studies

(Humphrey et al., 2011; Person et al., 2009;

Wigglesworth et al., 2010; Wilson-Ahlstrom et

al., 2011). After establishing the factor struc-

ture of the SECDS, validity analyses examined

the degree to which scores on the measures

exhibited expected associations with measures
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of relevant constructs (i.e., those that would be

expected to contribute to and/or be influenced

by the development of SECD related skills and

behaviors).

METHOD

Study Design

Data for this study came from an evaluation

of the PA program that was conducted under

the auspices of the Social and Character

Development cooperative agreement funded

by Institute for Education Sciences (IES Grant

# R215S020218) (Social and Character Devel-

opment Research Consortium, 2010). Chicago

was one of seven sites nationwide evaluating

the effects of school-based interventions

designed to promote children’s social and

character development. The schools that par-

ticipated in the Chicago site evaluation con-

sisted of 14 K-6 and K-8 elementary schools in

the Chicago Public Schools. Of the 14 schools

in matched pairs, seven were assigned ran-

domly to implement the PA program and seven

were assigned to a control group (for details on

the matching process and the study design, see

Ji et al., 2006). 

Following the IES research design, the PA

program study design was a cluster-focused

intent-to-treat analysis (Vuchinich, Flay, Aber,

& Bickman, 2012). By the end of Grade 5,

there were five waves of data collection. We

followed a cohort of students that was sur-

veyed initially in the fall of Grade 3 (preinter-

vention baseline, wave one) and subsequently

in the spring of Grade 3 (wave two), fall and

spring of Grade 4 (waves three and four), and

the spring of Grade 5 (wave five), from 2004 to

2007. At each time of assessment, we

attempted to collect data from all students in

the grade cohort being followed, including

those who had transferred into schools since

the inception of the research, but not from

those students in the study cohort who had left

the study schools (Brown et al., 2008;

Vuchinich et al., 2012). Across time, then, the

student cohort could be considered “dynamic”

(i.e., changing) because of student mobility.

Human Subjects Approvals

The IES research trial was approved by

Institutional Review Boards at the University

of Illinois at Chicago and Oregon State Uni-

versity, the Research Review Board at Chi-

cago Public Schools, and the Public/Private

Ventures Institutional Review Board for Math-

ematica Policy Research (MPR).

Sample

The percentage of parents who returned the

consent form and indicated “yes” for their

child to participate ranged from was 65% to

79% over the five waves. For those students

for whom we obtained written parental con-

sent, the overall assent rate was well over 90%

over the five waves. The numbers of students

surveyed at each of the five waves was 593,

563, 549, 512, and 500, respectively. Due to

high levels of annual mobility in the study

schools (average of 36%, see Ji et al., 2006), of

the 593 students enrolled in the study at wave

one, only 284 remained in the study and com-

pleted measures across all five waves. A total

of 459 students over the course of the study

provided data for at least two of the five waves.

The demographics of students participating in

the study at wave one were as follows: 54%

female; 54% Black/African American, 30%

Hispanic/Latino, 11% Caucasian, and 5%

Asian/Asian American; and 90% families were

low-income as indicated by the student receiv-

ing free lunches at school. 

Procedure

The University of Illinois at Chicago

research staff administered the SECDS as part

of a battery of several self-report measures to

participating students in their classrooms. On a

separate day, research staff from MPR admin-

istered an additional set of surveys (noted in
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the Measures section) that were common to all

the sites participating in the larger IES

research trial. For both administrations, the

testing time took approximately 45 minutes.

Research staff read the instructions and indi-

vidual items for each measure aloud to ensure

that reading level did not impede students’

ability to complete the measures appropriately. 

To assess test-retest reliability, at wave five

the SECDS and other measures were adminis-

tered a second time to a small sample of stu-

dents (n = 32) in two of the control group

schools two weeks after the primary survey

administration.

Measures 

Social-Emotional and Character Devel-

opment Scale. The SECDS consisted of 28

items that were intended to assess different

facets of social-emotional skills and character

(see Appendix). According to the Flesch-

Kincaid reading grade level, the readability of

the items was 3.4, or slightly higher than a

third-grade reading level. An earlier version of

the measure consisting of 46 items was piloted

with a sample of 300 students enrolled in

Grades 3 through 5 in two Chicago Public

Schools, neither of which was part of the

research from which the current sample was

derived. Factor analyses performed on these

data were used as a basis for reducing the mea-

sure to 28 items. The number of items retained

for each of the targeted facets of social emo-

tional skills and character were as follows:

(1) Prosocial Behavior – 6 items, (2) Honesty

– 6 items, (3) Self-Control – 5 items, (4)

Self-Development – 4 items, (5) Respect at

School – 5 items, and (6) Respect at Home – 4

items. Items were rated on a 4-point scale with

simplified response anchors (NO!, no, yes,

YES!) that were suitable for younger elemen-

tary school students. Each item was scored 1 to

4 in the direction of reports of more positive

social-emotional skills and character. 

Measures for validity analyses. Data for

use in validity analyses were obtained from the

wave one and wave five assessments (unless

otherwise noted) and included measures of

each of the following constructs: engagement

with school, negative school orientation, peer

group affiliation, positive and negative values,

social problem solving, altruistic behavior,

positive and negative affect, self-esteem, life

satisfaction, positive health behaviors, grades,

depression, anxiety, and risk behavior (the last

three administered at wave five only).

Except where noted, measures used the

aforementioned 4-point response scale (NO!,

no, yes, YES!). We altered the original

response scales of several measures to fit this

format. It was viewed as important to do so,

however, both for ensuring that measures were

suitable for use with younger students and for

minimizing potential confusion arising from

having different response scales across mea-

sures. In several instances, briefer versions of

measures also were used to maintain a reason-

able length for the overall survey battery.

Unless otherwise noted, the briefer versions of

measures were derived on the basis of select-

ing items judged appropriate for younger stu-

dents as well as the results of reliability

analyses conducted using data from the pilot

sample referred to above. All measures were

scored by averaging responses across items,

with items scored such that higher scores indi-

cated greater levels of the construct. 

Engagement with school. The Engagement

Versus Disaffection with Learning measure

assessed students’ engagement in their school

work (Furrer & Skinner, 2003). For the present

research, only the 10 positive valence items

from the original measure were used. Sample

items included “When I’m in class, I join in on

class discussion” and “In class, I work as hard

as I can.” Internal consistency estimates were

acceptable (alpha coefficient of .84 at both

waves one and five). This measure was admin-

istered by the MPR research team.

Negative school orientation. To assess the

extent to which students had negative percep-

tions of school or were not interested in school,

a measure was used that consisted of the eight

negative valence items from the previously

referenced Engagement Versus Disaffection

Downloaded from http://ftp.nowpublishers.com/jced/article-pdf/9/2/121/11623498/ce-12-2011-0003en.pdf by guest on 25 June 2026



Social-Emotional and Character Development Scale 127

with Learning and Sense of School as a Com-

munity measures. Sample items included “The

students don't really care about each other” and

“When I'm in class, my mind wanders.” Inter-

nal consistency estimates were acceptable

(alpha coefficient of .72 at both waves one and

five). This measure was administered by the

MPR research team.

Peer group affiliation. The Peer Group

Affiliation Scale assessed students’ affiliation

with other youth who engaged in either nega-

tive or positive behaviors (Elliot et al., 1996).

The scale consisted of seven items. The item

stem was “How many of your friends do these

things?” Sample items included “… get good

grades in school?” (positive behaviors) and

“… bully other kids?” (negative behaviors).

The response scale was: None, Some, Most,

and All. The measure yielded two scores indi-

cating the extent to which students reported

having friends who engaged in negative or

positive behaviors, respectively. Internal con-

sistency estimates ranged from questionable to

acceptable (alpha coefficients at waves one

and five of .60 and .64, respectively, for posi-

tive behaviors and .84 and .83 for negative

behaviors). 

Positive and negative values. The Belief in

the Moral Order measure assessed students’

endorsement of socially desirable and undesir-

able behaviors (Arthur, Hawkins, Catalano, &

Pollard, 2000). The measure consisted of 11

items and sample items included “It is impor-

tant to be honest with your teachers, even if

they get upset with you or you get punished”

(positive values) and “It is OK to hit someone

if they hit you first” (negative values). The

measure yielded two scores, one for positive

and one for negative moral values. Internal

consistency estimates ranged from question-

able to acceptable (alpha coefficients at waves

one and five of .69 and .81, respectively, for

positive behaviors, and .59 and .72 for nega-

tive behaviors).  

Social problem solving. The Social Skills

Problem Solving Measure assessed students’

ability to solve interpersonal social problems

(Aber, Brown, Jones, & Samples, 1995). The

measure consisted of eight pictures accompa-

nied by one or two sentences that described an

interpersonal problem. Students chose which

of five possible responses they felt would

solve the problem. The measure yielded scores

that indicated the students’ use of competent as

well as aggressive social problem solving. For

the present research, five items (scenarios)

were selected from the full measure. Internal

consistency estimates were poor to question-

able (alpha coefficients at waves one and five

of .58 and .66, respectively, for competent

problem-solving, and .50 and .59 for aggres-

sive problem-solving). 

Altruistic behavior. The Altruism Scale

(Soloman, Battistich, Watson, Schaps, &

Lewis, 2000) assessed how often students

engaged in helping behavior. The measure

consisted of eight items and sample items

included “At school/someplace else, I helped

someone who was hurt” and “At school/some-

place else, I cheered up someone who was

sad.” The response scale was: Never, Once or

twice, A few times, and Many times. Internal

consistency was acceptable (alpha coefficient

at waves one and five of .85 and .86). This

measure was administered by the MPR

research team.

Positive and negative affect. The Positive

and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS) assessed

students’ levels of positive and negative affect

and was previously validated for students in

grades four to eight (Laurent et al., 1999). The

present research used a shorter 12-item version

of the original 20-item measure. In addition,

the time frame for questions was adapted to

refer to the “past two weeks” rather than the

“past few weeks” and the original 5-point

response scale was adapted to a 4-point scale

(None of the time, Some of the time, Most of

the time, All of the time). The item stem was

“How much of the time have you been feeling

this way over the past 2 weeks?” Sample items

included “Happy” (positive affect) and “Ner-

vous” (negative affect). Internal consistency

estimates were questionable to acceptable

(alpha coefficients at waves one and five of .68
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and .81, respectively, for positive affect, and

.74 and .76 for negative affect). 

Self-esteem. The Self-Esteem Question-

naire is a multidimensional measure of

self-esteem that was previously validated for

use with students between 10 and 15 years of

age (DuBois et al., 1996). Items consisted of

statements about evaluations of the self in var-

ious domains as well as overall feelings of

self-worth. Only the 4-item global self-esteem

measure was used for the present investiga-

tion. Sample items included “I am happy with

myself as a person” and “I am as well liked by

other kids as I want to be.” Internal consis-

tency estimates ranged from questionable to

acceptable (alpha coefficient of .61 and .79 at

waves one and five). 

Life satisfaction. The Student’s Life Satis-

faction Scale assessed students’ perceived

quality of life (Huebner, 1991a, 1991b). The

measure was previously validated for use with

third- through eighth-grade students. The pres-

ent research used a shorter 3-item version of

the original 7-item measure. The question stem

was “Do you agree with the following state-

ments about you?” Sample items included “I

feel successful in life” and “I feel happy about

my life.” Internal consistency estimates were

acceptable (alpha coefficient of .70 and .80 at

waves one and five).

Positive health behavior. The Positive

Health Behavior Scale was developed for the

present research to assess how often students

engaged in different healthy and unhealthy

behaviors in the areas of diet, exercise, rest and

hygiene. The measure consisted of 10 items.

Sample items included, “I eat fresh fruits and

vegetables” (healthy) and “I eat junk food

(chips, candy)” (unhealthy). The response

scale was: None of the time, Some of the time,

Most of the time, and All of the time. Items

that asked about unhealthy behaviors were

reversed scored. Internal consistency estimates

were poor (coefficient alpha of .56 and .58 at

waves one and five). However, coefficient

alpha may not be a suitable index for internal

consistency when the measure is based on

reports of discrete, potentially independent

behaviors (Bollen & Lennox, 1991; Streiner,

2003). Rather, test-retest reliability may be

better for gauging the measure’s reliability.

The estimate of test-retest reliability based on

data available at wave 5 (r = .85) was, in fact,

notably higher than the internal consistency

estimates.

Grades. Students were asked a single ques-

tion about their academic grades. The question

stem was “What grades have you been getting

this year in school?” The response scale was:

Mostly F’s, Mix of D’s and F’s, Mostly D’s,

Mix of C’s and D’s, Mostly C’s, Mix of B’s

and C’s, Mostly B’s, Mix of A’s and B’s, and

Mostly A’s. 

Depression and anxiety. The Anxiety and

Depression scales of the Child Form of the

Behavior Assessment System for Children

(Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2002) are self-report

measures of symptoms of depression and anx-

iety for school-age children. For the present

research, we selected six items to assess

depression and six items to assess anxiety

based on an examination of the factor loadings

provided by another research group that was

part of the larger IES trial (Brown & Jones,

2008).These items were administered only at

wave five. Sample items included “Nothing

ever goes right for me” (depression) and “I

often worry about something bad happening to

me” (anxiety). The response scale was: True or

False. Internal consistency estimates were

acceptable (coefficient alpha of .79 and. 77, for

depression and anxiety). 

Risk behavior. The Risk Behavior Survey

assessed the frequency of students engaging in

violence related and substance use behaviors

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,

2004). The measure consisted of 11 items and

was administered only at wave five. Sample

items included “Carried a knife or razor to use

to hurt someone” (violence related) and

“Smoked a cigarette (or used some other form

of tobacco)” (substance use). The response

scale was: None, Once, 2-5 times, and More

than 5 times. Scores for each type of behavior

were calculated by counting the number of

items where the student indicated having
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engaged in the behavior at least once. Internal

consistency estimates were acceptable (coeffi-

cient alpha of .76 and .63 for violence related

behaviors and substance abuse). As with the

health behavior scale, due to the nature of the

items, test-retest reliability may be better for

gauging the scale’s reliability. The test-retest

coefficient available at wave five for violence

related behaviors was r = .77and for substance

use was r = .84. 

Analysis Plan

We first used confirmatory factor analysis

(CFA) to evaluate the degree to which

responses on the SECDS were consistent with

the multidimensional, hierarchical conceptual-

ization of social-emotional skills and character

that guided the development of the instrument

(see Figure 1). To test support for this concep-

tualization, we fitted a second-order factor

model to the data. In this model, the 28 SECDS

items were assigned to their respective factors

that represented each of the six specific facets

of SECDS skills and behaviors; these factors

were, in turn, nested within a second-order fac-

tor. We compared the fit of this model to two

alternative models. One alternative model was

a single-factor model that had all 28 items

loading on one factor. The second alternative

model was a correlated-factors model. In this

model, the 28 items loaded on their respective

factors and all intercorrelations among these

factors were specified. This model represented

an alternative to accounting for associations

among factors that did not involve specifying a

second-order factor. These analyses were con-

ducted at each of the five waves.

We used the MPlus program (Version 5.2)

to conduct the CFAs (Muthén & Muthén,

2007). Because of the ordinal nature of the

observed variables (i.e., SECDS items), it was

necessary to use estimation procedures for

ordinal data available in MPlus (Muthén &

Muthén, 2007), specifically WLSMV

(weighted least squares with a diagonal weight

matrix) estimation. This approach produced

robust estimates of the chi-square goodness of

fit statistic and corrected for distributional

properties of the observed data. To assess ade-

quacy of fit for each model, we relied on mul-

tiple fit indices: the Root Mean Square Error of

Approximation (RMSEA), Comparative Fit

Index (CFI), and Tucker Fit Index (TFI) (Bol-

len, 1989; Hu & Bentler, 1999). Acceptable fit

was indicated by RMSEA values that were

equal to or less than .08, and ideally less than

or equal to .05, and by CFI and TFI values of at

least .90 and ideally .95 or greater (Hu &

Bentler, 1999; Yu, 2002). We used the

chi-square difference test (DIFFTEST option

in MPlus) to compare the fit of the hypothe-

sized second-order factor model with that of

each alternative model (Li, Stanton, & Yu,

2007; Muthén & Muthén, 2007). A significant

difference in chi-square would indicate that the

second-order factor model fit the data better

than the alternative model. 

After establishing the best-fitting factor

structure for the SECDS, we examined the

internal reliability of the scales that corre-

sponded to the six facets of social-emotional

learning and character (i.e., the first-order fac-

tors in the CFA analyses) implied by this

model at all five waves. We also examined the

internal reliability of scales by gender and by

racial group (Caucasian, Black/African-Amer-

ican, Hispanic/Latino; Asian/Asian-American

was omitted because of small sample size). We

used correlations to examine the test-retest

reliability of SECDS general and individual

scales at wave five.

To examine potential differences in the

scores for each scale across the five waves as

well as differences in scores across scales at

each wave, we conducted a doubly-repeated

measures ANOVA with both time and scale as

factors. This longitudinal analysis used the

SECDS individual scales (i.e., first-order fac-

tors) and was limited to students with complete

data across all waves.

We conducted the validity analyses at both

wave one and wave five. We examined the

extent to which SECDS scores exhibited asso-

ciations with correlates of social-emotional

skills and character, both concurrently using
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Note: Item numbers correspond to the items as listed in the Appendix. Factor loadings are listed as

ranges from wave one to wave five. 

FIGURE 1
Second-Order Factor Model for Items on the SECDS
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data from waves one and five as well as longi-

tudinally using wave one SECDS scores and

wave five measures of selected constructs

(positive health behavior, student self-report

grades, depression, anxiety, substance use

behavior, and violence related behavior). We

computed partial correlations that controlled

for the following demographic and study

design variables, using dummy codes where

appropriate: gender and racial group (Cauca-

sian, Black/African-American, Hispanic/

Latino), the school the student was enrolled in,

and the school’s assignment to treatment or

control condition. 

To determine the extent to which the results

from the validity analyses were consistent

across student demographics, we examined the

partial correlations by gender and racial group,

controlling for the gender and racial group as

appropriate, and the aforementioned study

design variables. We used the formulas pro-

vided by Darlington (1990) to test for potential

differences in the partial correlations sepa-

rately between gender and racial groups. 

RESULTS

Confirmatory Factor Analyses

Table 1 presents the fit statistics for the three

factor models at each wave. The hypothesized

second-order factor model demonstrated ade-

quate fit at all five waves, with CFI and TLI val-

ues above .90 and RMSEA values below .08.

The single-factor model demonstrated ade-

quate fit only at wave one whereas at each of the

other waves, the CFI values for this model were

below .90. As shown in Table 1, the difference

test comparing the second-order factor model

to the single-factor model was significant at

wave one (tests were not conducted for the sin-

gle-factor model at waves two through five

because the model did not meet fit criteria),

indicating a superior fit for the second-order

model. The correlated-factors model demon-

strated adequate fit only at waves two, three,

and five. At waves one and four, this model

yielded a non-positive definite matrix, indicat-

ing problems with its fit. The difference test

comparing the second-order factor model to the

correlated-factors model was significant at

waves two, three, and five (tests were not con-

ducted for the correlated-factors model at

waves one and four because the model demon-

strated non-positive definite fit), again indicat-

ing a superior fit for the second-order model. In

summary, both individual model-fit statistics

and comparisons of fit between models consis-

tently indicated that the second-order factor

model was the best fitting model. 

Figure 1 presents the factor loadings for

both the items and the first-order factors on the

second-order factor, for the second-order fac-

tor model at each wave. Item factor loadings

were all substantial (i.e., > .47) and, in most

cases, were similar in magnitude across most

waves. Loadings for the factors on the sec-

ond-order factor were also large (i.e., > .75)

and similar in magnitude across waves. 

Descriptive Statistics, Reliability 

Analyses, and Intercorrelations for the 

SECDS General and Individual Scales

Based on the superior fit of the sec-

ond-order factor model, scores for the SECDS

general and individual scales were computed

based on this model. These included six scales

comprised of items corresponding to each of

the model’s first-order factors representing dif-

ferent facets of social-emotional skills and

character (Prosocial Behavior, Honesty,

Self-Development, Self-Control, Respect at

School, Respect at Home). An additional scale

(General) was computed as the average of the

six scales corresponding to the first-order fac-

tors and thus corresponded to the model’s sec-

ond-order factor. Scale scores were computed

by averaging responses to relevant items and

scores ranged from 1 (NO!) to 4 (YES!). Table

2 reports the means and standard deviations for

all the scales. Scores demonstrated negative

skewness (mean of -1.13 across all scales and

waves), indicating that they clustered at the

high end of the scale, and positive kurtosis

(mean of 1.20), indicating a distribution of
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scores that were moderately peaked above the

mean.

As shown in Table 2, estimates of internal

consistency reliability for the scales at each

wave (i.e., Grades 3 through 5) were generally

acceptable (i.e., .70 or greater), and generally

improved across waves. There were excep-

tions, however, to this pattern. At wave one

(i.e., Grade 3), internal reliability was ques-

tionable (i.e., alpha of at least .60 but less than

.70) for two scales (Honesty and Self-Control)

and questionable at best for a third (Respect at

Home; alpha = .59). Similarly, at wave two

(i.e., Grade 3), internal consistency was ques-

tionable for two scales (Self-Control and

Respect at Home), and for one scale

(Self-Control) at wave three (i.e., Grade 4). 

The improvement in internal reliability esti-

mates across waves was also evident for the

estimates by gender and by racial group (i.e.,

Caucasian, Black/African American, His-

panic/Latino). As can be seen in Table 2, at

wave one there was at least one scale that

exhibited poor reliability (i.e., below .60) for

each subgroup, whereas by wave five, esti-

mates for each of the demographic groups

were uniformly acceptable (i.e., above .70).

Test-retest correlations for SECDS individual

TABLE 1
Fit Statistics for Confirmatory Factor Analysis Models for SECDS Items

and Chi-Square Difference Test at Each Wave

Wave Model χ2 df CFI TLI RMSEA χ2d df d

1 Second-order factor 260.14 130 .95 .99 .04 — —

Single-factor 309.78 130 .94 .98 .05 90.35*a 6

Correlated-factorsd 246.72 128 .96 .99 .04 — —

2 Second-order factor 291.79 125 .92 .99 .05 — —

Single-factorc 486.56 124 .83 .98 .07 — —

Correlated-factors 296.68 124 .92 .99 .05 9.70*b 8

3 Second-order factor 279.60 113 .94 .99 .05 — —

Single-factorc 487.21 112 .86 .97 .08 — —

Correlated-factors 281.93 113 .94 .99 .05 16.78*b 8

4 Second-order factor 388.49 116 .91 .99 .07 — —

Single-factorc 677.17 114 .80 .97 .10 — —

Correlated-factorsd 352.37 116 .92 .99 .06 — —

5 Second-order factor 356.31 109 .91 .99 .07 — —

Single-factorc 776.48 101 .76 .96 .12 — —

Correlated-factors 355.36 113 .91 .99 .07 32.80*b 7

Notes: RMSEA: Root Mean Square Error of Approximation, CFI: Comparative Fit Index, TFI: Tucker Fit Index (TFI).

χ2d = Chi-square difference test for the compared models; dfd = Chi-square difference test degrees of freedom. Wave 1 –

Fall 2004, Grade 3, n = 593; Wave 2 – Spring 2005, Grade 3, n = 557; Wave 3 – Fall 2005, Grade 4, n = 547; Wave 4 –

Spring 2006, Grade 4, n = 512; Wave 5 – Spring 2007, Grade 5, n = 496. aChi-square difference test comparing one factor

model as H0 and second-order factor model as H1 such that the one factor model was considered as nested within the sec-

ond-order factor model. bChi-square different test comparing correlated factors model as H0 second-order factor model as

H1 such that the correlated factors model was considered as nested within the second-order factor model. cModel fit did

not meet criteria (CFI values < .90) and thus chi-square difference test was not computed. dModel fit was nonpositive def-

inite and thus chi-square difference test was not computed.

*p < .01. 
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TABLE 2
Descriptive Statistics, Estimates of Internal Consistency Reliability,

and Intercorrelations for SECDS Individual Scales

Wave

SECDS

Individual Scale M SD Internal Consistency Estimatesa 2 3 4 5 6 7

1 1. Prosocial Behavior 3.52 0.56 .77 / .77 / .76 / .77 / .78 / .74 .66 .56 .62 .57 .46 .82

2. Honesty 3.47 0.60 .63 / .71 / .68 / .59 / .67 / .74 — .52 .58 .57 .52 .82

3. Self-Development 3.54 0.58 .70 / .68 / .57 / .60 / .63 / .66 — .56 .53 .50 .78

4. Self-Control 3.38 0.67 .62 / .65 / .57 / .53 / .66 / .56 — .59 .43 .82

5. Respect at School 3.63 0.53 .69 / .68 / .68 / .50 / .73 / .67 — .51 .79

6. Respect at Home 3.67 0.49 .59 / .57 / .62 / .53 / .52 / .58 — .70

7. General 3.53 0.45 .87 / .88 / .87 / .87 / .87 / .86 —

2 1. Prosocial Behavior 3.29 0.66 .81 / .83 / .79 / .81 / .83 / .85 .72 .63 .67 .66 .55 .87

2. Honesty 3.35 0.67 .73 / .82 / .73 / .82 / .79 / .84 — .62 .68 .66 .53 .87

3. Self-Development 3.46 0.61 .79 / .78 / .66 / .76 / .73 / .76 — .58 .59 .46 .79

4. Self-Control 3.18 0.72 .66 / .71 / .60 / .69 / .68 / .69 — .61 .44 .83

5. Respect at School 3.51 0.64 .83 / .83 / .81 / .81 / .83 / .85 — .48 .82

6. Respect at Home 3.61 0.54 .69 / .73 / .64 / .75 / .68 / .71 — .69

7. General 3.40 0.52 .90 / .91 / .88 / .91 / .90 / .92 —

3 1. Prosocial Behavior 3.32 0.63 .82 / .83 / .80 / .78 / .82 / .83 .74 .66 .65 .69 .55 .88

2. Honesty 3.31 0.67 .76 / .79 / .80 / .81 / .81 / .83 — .61 .65 .61 .54 .86

3. Self-Development 3.51 0.60 .80 / .79 / .68 / .66 / .80 / .75 — .53 .58 .52 .79

4. Self-Control 3.10 0.74 .66 / .64 / .65 / .69 / .68 / .66 — .63 .45 .82

5. Respect at School 3.54 0.62 .83 / .84 / .79 / .80 / .88 / .79 — .52 .83

6. Respect at Home 3.63 0.53 .72 / .72 / .69 / .69 / .69 / .77 —  .71

7. General 3.40 0.52 .90 / .90 / .88 / .87 / .90 / .91 —

4 1. Prosocial Behavior 3.22 0.66 .82 / .84 / .80 / .79 / .79 / .86 .79 .66 .74 .69 .58 .89

2. Honesty 3.15 0.70 .78 / .82 / .77 / .80 / .78 / .82 — .59 .73 .71 .60 .89

3. Self-Development 3.41 0.64 .80 / .82 / .75 / .76 / .75 / .80 — .54 .55 .57 .78

4. Self-Control 2.99 0.78 .73 / .74 / .72 / .65 / .69 / .76 — .72 .48 .86

5. Respect at School 3.39 0.70 .86 / .86 / .85 / .77 / .85 / .88 — .54 .85

6. Respect at Home 3.47 0.59 .78 / .79 / .76 / .63 / .69 / .77 — .74

7. General 3.27 0.57 .91 / .92 / .90 / .87 / .90 / .92 —

5 1. Prosocial Behavior 3.09 0.64 .84 / .84 / .84 / .87 / .85 / .84 .75 .67 .70 .61 .53 .87

2. Honesty 2.98 0.68 .78 / .83 / .77 / .91 / .79 / .80 — .60 .68 .65 .56 .87

3. Self-Development 3.39 0.62 .81 / .79 / .74 / .88 / .73 / .81 — .51 .56 .51 .78

4. Self-Control 2.80 0.78 .75 / .77 / .72 / .83 / .73 / .77 — .64 .46 .83

5. Respect at School 3.24 0.73 .88 / .88 / .86 / .90 / .85 / .90 — .53 .82

6. Respect at Home 3.42 0.63 .81 / .83 / .78 / .79 / .75 / .83 — .73

7. General 3.15 0.56 .89 / .90 / .88 / .94 / .89 / .89 —

Notes: SECDS: Social-Emotional and Character Development Scale. General scale is average of the six SECDS individ-

ual scales. Alpha for general scale computed using the six SECDS individual scales. Wave 1 – Fall 2004, Grade 3, n =

592; Wave 2 – Spring 2005, Grade 3, n = 557; Wave 3 – Fall 2005, Grade 4, n = 547; Wave 4 – Spring 2006, Grade 4, n

= 511; Wave 5 – Spring 2007, Grade 5, n = 494. aEstimates of internal consistency reported in the following order: Full

Sample, Boys, Girls, Caucasian, Black/African American, and Hispanic/Latino. All scale intercorrelations significant, p <

.01. 
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scales at wave five (2-week interval) were as

follows: Prosocial Behavior = .76, Honesty =

.62, Self-Development = .75, Self-Control =

.63, Respect at School = .78, Respect at Home

= .72, General = .79. 

Average intercorrelations among only the

SECDS individual scales at each wave ranged

from .55 to .63 (see Table 2). At each wave, the

strongest correlation was between the Honesty

and Prosocial Behavior scales whereas the

weakest correlation was between the Respect

at Home and the Self-Control scales. 

Analysis of Longitudinal Trends

for the SECDS Individual Scales

The repeated measures ANOVA conducted

on the SECDS individual scales across the five

waves revealed significant effects for wave

(F(4, 844) = 23.04, p < .01) and scale (F(5,

1055) = 107.04, p < .01), as well as a signifi-

cant wave by scale interaction (F(20, 4220) =

5.37, p < .01).We conducted t tests for each

SECDS individual scale, including the General

scale, at each of the five waves to determine if

students with complete data for the SECDS

individual scales at all five waves were differ-

ent from the remaining student sample. The

results indicated that (a) for only 3 out of 35 t

tests (7 SECDS individual scales × 5 waves)

were scores for students with complete data

significantly different from those for students

with data for some of the five waves, a rate not

greater than expected by chance, and (b) stu-

dents with data at all five waves were not sig-

nificantly different from those students with

data only at wave one on any of the SECDS

scores.   

Consistent with the descriptive statistics for

SECDS individual scales in Table 2, we

observed a developmental level-related pattern

of decreasing scores across waves for all scales

(see Figure 2).1 As indicated by the signifi-

cance of the wave by scale interaction, how-

ever, this pattern of scores across scales also

varied somewhat across scales. Illustratively,

whereas the mean scores for Self-Control and

Honesty were only moderately lower than

those for other scales at wave one (i.e., typi-

cally less than one-third of a standard devia-

tion), by wave five these differences had

grown to a larger margin (i.e., typically more

than one-half of a standard deviation). Support

for this finding was found in the post hoc pair-

wise comparisons of the means among the

scales indicating that at wave one, three

SECDS individual scales (Prosocial Behavior,

Honesty, Self-Development) were signifi-

cantly different from the remaining three

SECDS individual scales (Self-Control,

Respect at School, Respect at Home), whereas

at wave five, all six SECDS individual scales

were significantly different from each other.

The extent of decline across waves, further-

more, varied across scales, being most marked

for Honesty (Cohen’s d for correlated data for

comparison of wave one and wave five means

= .55) and Self-Control (Cohen’s d = .53), fol-

lowed by Prosocial Behavior (Cohen’s d =

.48), Respect at School (Cohen’s d = .41),

Respect at Home (Cohen’s d = .37), and

Self-Development (Cohen’s d = .18).

Validity Analyses

Validity analyses are shown in Table 3. The

SECDS individual scales were associated sig-

nificantly and in expected directions with con-

current measures of anticipated correlates of

social-emotional and character development at

both wave one and wave five, with the excep-

tion of the measure of negative affect. In the

longitudinal analyses, the SECDS general

scale at wave one also had significant associa-

tions in expected directions with outcomes at

wave five. SECDS individual scales also had

notable longitudinal associations with the

same measures. The Self-Development scale

had a significant positive association with stu-

dent self-reported grades, and each of the six

individual scales had significant negative asso-

ciations with the measure of Anxiety and/or at

least one of the two measures of risk behav-

iors. 

Concurrent associations of SECDS scores

with the measures used in validity analyses at
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wave 5, when examined separately for gender

and racial groups, followed similar patterns

(see Table 4; corresponding associations at

wave one and longitudinal associations of

wave one SECDS scores with relevant mea-

sures at wave five are available from first

author upon request). Tests of the equality of

the partial correlations by gender indicated that

22% of the correlations significantly differed

in magnitude. The significant differences were

in the direction of the partial correlations of

SECDS scores with lower reported levels of

anxiety and depression and higher reported

self-esteem were of greater magnitude for girls

than for boys. Lower reported levels of associ-

ations with bad friends and lower levels of

negative belief in moral order and negative

affect, and higher levels of positive beliefs in

moral order, were of greater magnitude for

boys than for girls. 

Tests of the equality of the partial correla-

tions by racial group (Caucasian, Black/Afri-

can American, Latino/Hispanic) indicated that

10% of the correlations significantly differed

in magnitude. The significant differences were

in the direction of the partial correlations of

SECDS scores with higher reported grades

were of greater magnitude for Caucasian than

for Black/African-American and Latino/His-

panic students.

DISCUSSION

Results from the analyses provide encouraging

initial support for the SECDS as an instrument

that measures elementary school children’s

social-emotional skills and character. The sup-

port found for the instrument’s multi-dimen-

sional and hierarchical factor structure was

 

Notes: Wave 1 – Fall 2004, Grade 3; Wave 2 – Spring 2005, Grade 3; Wave 3 – Fall 2005, Grade 4; Wave 4 – Spring

2006, Grade 4; Wave 5 – Spring 2007, Grade 5. Response scale: 1 = NO!, 2 = no, 3 = yes, and 4 = YES! 

FIGURE 2
Means for Each SECDS Individual Scale Across the Five Waves

for Students With Complete Data Across All Waves (n = 212)
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TABLE 4
Concurrent Associations of SECDS General and Individual Scales with Measures of Expected Correlates

of Social-Emotional and Character Development at Wave 5 by Gender and Race

Measure

Prosocial 

Behavior Honesty

Self-

Development

Self-

Control

Respect at 

School

Respect at 

Home General

Measures Examined for Concurrent Associations with SECDS Scores

Engagement versus 

Disaffection with 

Learning

 .32 / .37 / .51 

/ .25 / .36

 .40 / .37 / .56 

/ .33 / .41

 .40 / .31 / .42 

/ .25 / .39

 .23 / .33 / .50 

/ .22 / .38

 .23 / .42 / .42 

/ .41 / .40

 .36 / .39 / .54 / 

.30 / .37

 .46 / .46 / .59 

/ .36 / .48

Negative School 

Orientation

 -.35 / -.33 /

-.40 / -.35 / 

-.28

 -.41 / -.32 / 

-.39 / -.34 / 

-.36

 -.32 / -.22 / 

-.39 / -.28 / 

-.24

 -.36 / -.39 / 

-.58 / -.33 / 

-.31

 -.43 / -.39 / 

-.53 / -.43 / 

-.38

 -.24 / -.26 / 

-.36 / -.18 / 

-.26

 -.43 / -.41 / 

-.54 / -.40 / 

-.38

Good friends Affiliation  .59 / .50 / .75 

/ .51 / .56

 .62 / .45 / .72 

/ .49 / .56

 .47 / .40 / .59 

/ .34 / .50

 .47 / .40 / .67 

/ .39 / .45

 .43 / .33 / .45 

/ .33 / .34

 .43 / .41 / .53 / 

.32 / .51

 .61 / .52 / .73 

/ .50 / .59

Bad friends Affiliation  -.37 / -.26 / 

-.45 / -.33 / 

-.23

 -.45 / -.25 / 

-.46 / -.39 / 

-.31

 -.32 / -.13 / 

-.30 / -.27 / 

-.26

 -.44 / -.28 / 

-.35 / -.39 / 

-.31

 -.42 / -.31 / 

-.27 / -.35 / 

-.43

 -.32 / -.18 / 

-.45 / -.16 / 

-.35

 -.48 / -.30 / 

-.44 / -.40 / 

-.40

Positive Belief in Moral 

Order 

 .55 / .40 / .41 

/ .57 / .40

 .52 / .40 / .47 

/ .48 / .43

 .47 / .32 / .42 

/ .42 / .39

 .54 / .41 / .59 

/ .47 / .47

 .49 / .33 / .53 

/ .42 / .33

 .44 / .23 / .51 / 

.30 / .36

 .59 / .44 / .57 

/ .56 / .45

Negative Belief in Moral 

Order 

 -.50 / -.35 / 

-.32 / -.49 / 

-.39

 -.60 / -.44 / 

-.53 / .58 / 

-.52

 -.46 / -.21 / 

-.49 / -.34 / 

-.39

 -.61 / -.51 / 

-.72 / -.62 / 

-.53

 -.60 / -.46 / 

-.63 / -.52 / 

-.59

 -.42 / -.28 / 

-.44 / -.36 / 

-.37

 -.66 / -.48 / 

-.62 / -.62 / 

-.59

Aggressive Problem 

Solving 

 -.38 / -.33 /

-.41 / -.41 /

-.34

 -.38 / -.36 /

-.33 / -.43 /

-.38

 -.25 / -.21 /

-.10 / -.32 /

-.20

 -.43 / -.41 /

-.14 / -.50 /

-.43

 -.29 / -.34 /

-.10 / -.36 /

-.31

 -.20 / -.18 /

-.22 / -.27 /

-.18

 -.41 / -.39 /

-.25 / -.49 /

-.41

Competence Problem 

Solving

 .43 / .36 / .32 

/ .49 / .34

 .42 / .33 / .34 

/ .45 / .34

 .30 / .26 / .17 

/ .41 / .20

 .45 / .43 / .45 

/ .51 / .43

 .42 / .33 / .20 

/ .40 / .38

 .23 / .15 / .08 / 

.23 / .20

 .46 / .40 / .31 

/ .53 / .40

Altruistic Behavior  .40 / .31 / .26 

/ .37 / .35

 .36 / .28 / .15 

/ .38 / .27

 .29 / .30 / .13 

/ .31 / .33 

 .30 / .17 / .11 

/ .30 / .15

 .20 / .11 / 

-.06 / .19 / .18

 .23 / .20 / .12 / 

.22 / .26

 .44 / .35 / .16 

/ .47 / .38

Positive Affect  .51 / .44 / .36 

/ .47 / .47

 .45 / .45 / .34 

/ .42 / .46

 .56 / .37 / .44 

/ .41 / .53

 .35 / .38 / .35 

/ .38 / .34

 .36 / .32 / .29 

/ .40 / .24

 .40 / .46 / .21 / 

.43 / .42

 .53 / .50 / .39 

/ .52 / .50

Negative Affect  .19 / -.09 / 

-.10 / .08 / .10

 .21 / -.01 /

-.08 / .15 / .10

 .16 / -.03 / 

.02 / .06 / .17

 .11 / .01 / 

-.07 / .08 / .12

 .03 / -.08 / 

.06 / -.01 / 

-.01

 .03 / -.10 / .06 

/ -.01 / -.05

 .15 / -.06 /

-.03 / .07 / .09

Self-Esteem  .28 / .42 / .33 

/ .27 / .45

 .25 / .35 / .37 

/ .18 / .38

 .28 / .26 / .24 

/ .22 / .29

 .27 / .37 / .48 

/ .20 / .38

 .24 / .41 / .26 

/ .36 / .27

 .30 / .43 / .29 / 

.35 / .35

 .33 / .46 / .39 

/ .32 / .44

Life Satisfaction  .38 / .35 / .19 

/ .30 / .45

 .37 / .35 / .30 

/ .27 / .40

 .31 / .18 / .08 

/ .15 / .31

 .40 / .34 / .34 

/ .28 / .42

 .35 / .32 / .15 

/ .35 / .28

 .46 / .46 / .27 / 

.40 / .49

 .46 / .42 / .27 

/ .36 / .49

Measures Examined for Longitudinal Associations with SECDS Scores

Positive Health Behavior  .45 / .46 / .43 

/ .39 / .53

 .46 / .47 / .50 

/ .40 / .52

 .40 / .30 / .45 

/ .24 / .46

 .41 / .43 / .46 

/ .37 / .44

 .40 / .41 / .46 

/ .34 / .47

 .34 / .42 / .37 / 

.30 / .42

 .50 / .52 / .52 

/ .43 / .58

Student Self-Report 

Grades

 .15 / .14 / .37 

/ .10 / .12

 .14 / .07 / .44 

/ .05 / .08

 .23 / .12 / .49 

/ .05 / .25

 .16 / .13 / .42 

/ .12 / .08

 .22 / .26 / .55 

/ .23 / .15

 .21 / .08 / .5 / 

.13 / .08

 .21 / .17 / .54 

/ .14 / .12

Depression  .01 / -.27 /

-.34 / -.13 /

-.09

 -.07 / -.14 / 

-.21 / -.01 /

-.12

 -.13 / -.14 / 

-.11 / -.11 / 

-.13

 -.09 / -.19 / 

-.35 / -.04 / 

-.13

 -.13 / -.25 / 

-.23 / -.21 / 

-.10

 -.23 / -.21 /

-.31 / -.15 / 

-.14

 -.14 / -.25 / 

-.30 / -.13 / 

-.16

Anxiety  .00 / -.30 /

-.35 / -.12 /

-.13

 -.04 / -.27 / 

-.25 / -.10 / 

-.19

 -.06 / -.16 / 

-.25 / -.10 / 

-.11

 -.04 / -.30 / 

-.24 / -.10 / 

-.17

 -.07 / -.27 / 

-.17 / -.18 / 

-.15

 -.10 / -.16 / 

-.26 / -.12 / 

-.05

 -.06 / -.31 / 

-.30 / -.15 / 

-.17

Substance Use Behavior  -.22 / -.22 /

-.10 / -.20 / 

-.21

 -.23 / -.31 / 

-.21 / -.25 / 

-.26

 -.19 / -.17 / 

-.20 / -.17 / 

-.25

 -.32 / -.29 / 

-.15 / -.27 / 

-.35

 -.35 / -.34 / 

-.24 / -.35 / 

-.39

 -.26 / -.23 / 

-.17 / -.13 / 

-.37

 -.31 / -.33 / 

-.21 / -.29 / 

-.35

Violence-related 

Behavior

 -.35 / -.33 / 

-.24 / -.37 / 

-.31

 -.33 / -.29 / 

-.38 / -.32 / 

-.35

 -.27 / -.18 / 

-.28 / -.24 / 

-.30

 -.43 / -.40 / 

-.39 / -.46 / 

-.32

 -.44 / -.34 / 

-.36 / -.41 / 

-.40

 -.25 / -.31 / 

-.29 / -.27 / 

-.29

 -.42 / -.39 / 

-.38 / -.44 / 

-.38

Note: SECDS: Social-Emotional and Character Development Scale. Associations by Gender (Boys, Girls) then Race

(Caucasian, Black/African American, Hispanic/Latino). Associations by gender are partial correlations controlling for

school, treatment condition, and race and those for race are partial correlations controlling for school, treatment condition,

and gender. Average n’s: Boys n = 225, Girls n = 252, Caucasian n = 50, Black/African American n = 248, Hispanic/Latino

n = 151. All correlations above |.18|were significant (p < .05).
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broadly consistent with prior conceptualiza-

tions of SEL and SECD (Denham, 2006, Park

& Peterson, 2008; Payton et al., 2000) and,

notably, was consistent across waves of

assessment that began at a relatively young age

(Grade 3) and spanned over three years of

development. SECDS general and individual

scales aligned with this factor structure dem-

onstrated evidence of both reliability and

validity, both for the sample as a whole and for

gender and racial demographic groups. 

With regard to analyses of the measure’s

factor structure, the relatively poor fit of the

single-factor model suggests that conceptual-

izing children’s social-emotional learning and

character development as a unidimensional

construct would be an oversimplification. This

aspect of our findings is consistent with

research that has indicated multidimensional-

ity for other related constructs (e.g., self-con-

cept, self-efficacy) even among younger,

elementary school children (Marsh et al.,

2006). Perhaps the correlated model did not fit

because the intercorrelations among the indi-

vidual SECDS individual scales were similar

and there was no added value for a structural

model that simply correlated the individual

scales. The multidimensional and second-

order model when viewed together were a bet-

ter explanation of the variations of SECD, in

that, among elementary school children, there

were notable differences in the relative levels

of the different facets (i.e., individual scales)

that comprised SECD, and that the relative

consistency in these levels could be accounted

for by a single common source of influence. 

The reliability analysis indicated that the

estimates of internal consistency reliability for

the SECDS general and individual scales, with

some exceptions, were generally acceptable

and consistent across Grades 3 through 5

(waves one through five), gender, and racial

groups. The relatively low estimates of reli-

ability for certain SECDS individual scales,

and the measures used for the validity analy-

ses, may have contributed to some of the

non-significant findings. Some of the lower

reliability estimates at Grade 3 (waves one and

two) could possibly be due to the reading level

of the instrument, which was slightly higher

than Grade 3. The estimates of test-retest reli-

ability were also acceptable with some excep-

tions (Honesty and Self-Control scales). The

findings supported the robustness of the reli-

ability of the SECDS across different student

demographics. 

Although support for a multidimensional,

hierarchical factor structure of the SECDS was

consistent as the study cohort progressed from

Grades 3 to 5, there was nonetheless a note-

worthy trend of declining scores on all scales,

albeit to varying degrees. This finding was

consistent with prior research in which

measures of behaviors associated with

social-emotional and character development

have exhibited declines during childhood

(Carlo, Crockett, Randall, & Roesch, 2007;

Kokko, Tremblay, Lacourse, Nagin, & Vitaro,

2006; Washburn et al., 2011).We also note that

in the context of the parent study from which

these data were obtained, studies by Lewis et

al. (2012) and Washburn et al. (2011) found

that (a) scores on the SECDS decreased, and

scores from measures of problem behaviors

increased during this time frame. These find-

ings suggest that developmentally, it may

become more difficult to maintain positive

SECD and associated behaviors. Moreover,

the pairwise comparison results from the

repeated measures ANOVA indicated that

there were more scales that were significantly

different from each other at wave five than at

wave one. This finding suggests that older

children were able to discriminate between the

different components of SECD. The factors

responsible for such trends are not fully under-

stood, but could be associated with advances in

the accuracy of children’s self-appraisals with

age (Denham, Wyatt, Bassett, Echeverria, &

Knox, 2009) as well as a tendency for children

to face more complex and demanding

social-emotional and character challenges as

they become older (Washburn et al., 2011).

Further research is needed both to further con-

firm and better understand the apparent trend

toward less favorable manifestations of
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social-emotional skills and positive character

with age. One useful strategy could be to

include measures of SECD from other infor-

mants or sources to better understand the role

of self-appraisal processes in declines that are

evident over time.

It is noteworthy, however, that Positive

Action, the SECD-focused intervention imple-

mented by intervention schools involved in the

current research, has demonstrated potential

both within this trial and others to attenuate a

downward trend in student reports of SECD

(Lewis et al., 2012; Washburn et al., 2011). Of

particular note was that for the present trial

these intervention effects were evident on the

total score of the SECDS. These results offered

support for the ability of the SECDS to be sen-

sitive to effects of school-based interventions

focused on promotion of SECD, an important

consideration in establishing the utility of any

measure within this domain. 

The findings from the validity analysis for

the outcome variables support the validity of

the SECDS. The positive associations between

the SECDS and the learning and school orien-

tation variables suggest that students’ SECD

contributes to academic success. The peer rela-

tionships variable was related to the SECDS,

which underscored the importance of good

social relationships as a contributor of good

SECD. The positive associations with the

SECDS and the beliefs about society (Moral

Order) variables suggested the importance of

students’ values in forming strong SECD. The

SECDS was related to positive problem solv-

ing styles, suggesting links between students’

ability to make choices and their SECD. The

SECDS had moderate associations with mea-

sures of Altruistic Behavior, Positive Affect,

Self-Esteem and Life Satisfaction. These find-

ings suggested that students with good SECDS

had positive outlooks about others, them-

selves, and their lives. The Negative Affect

variable had a non-significant partial correla-

tion, suggesting that different levels of stu-

dents’ SECD did not necessarily mean that

students had less negative emotions. On the

contrary, having good SECD entailed the suc-

cessful management of negative emotions;

thus, it may be expected that having good

SECD did not necessarily mean that a student

would experience less negative emotions. The

values of the coefficients were moderate, sug-

gesting that the SECDS was related to, but not

equivalent to, these psychological constructs.

The findings were similar for waves one

(beginning of Grade 3) and five (end of Grade

5), suggesting that they were robust. 

The domain-specific factors of the SECDS,

that is, the Respect at School and Respect at

Home, had lower associations with some of the

outcome variables. Some of these lower asso-

ciations were expected, for example, between

Peer Group Affiliation – Good and Bad

Friends, and Respect at Home – because the

variables asked about two distinct social rela-

tionships, peers versus parents. Some of the

associations were expected, for example,

between Engagement versus Disaffection with

Learning and Respect at School, because both

variables were related to academics. The find-

ings suggested the importance of including

domain-specific factors as part of measuring

SECD because students need to demonstrate

their SECD within different social contexts.

The presence of more fine-grained, con-

text-specific manifestations is an important

possibility (e.g., different expressions of hon-

esty at home and at school). We opted, how-

ever, not to incorporate this level of specificity

into the measure because of our interest in

developing a measure that was relatively brief

and, thus, suitable for use in a variety of

research and applied contexts.

The magnitude of the partial correlations

between scores on the SECDS and the vari-

ables for the validity analysis varied from

small to moderate. As would be expected, the

stronger associations generally involved mea-

sures of constructs with relatively direct or

proximal theoretical relevance to SECD, such

as moral values or involvement of friends in

positive behaviors, whereas the more weak

associations involved measures where this was

less the case, such as grades in school. 
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It should be noted that the constructs

assessed by the measures included in this study

to examine the validity of scores on the

SECDS could represent influences on SECD

or outcomes influenced by SECD, or both.

Future studies could investigate if the direction

of impacts of SECD and associated variables

changes depending on the development level

of the student.

The significant associations between the

SECDS and some of the outcome variables

were encouraging because of their pragmatic

implications. The associations with the Posi-

tive Health Behavior scale were higher than

the other outcome variables. The associations

with Student Self-Report Grades, although

lower, also had practical implications. This

finding suggested that the level of SECD

played a role in impacting students’ efforts in

academic areas. Also encouraging was that the

analysis of longitudinal associations indicated

that the SECDS general and individual scales,

assessed at earlier points in time, could be

associated with student outcomes assessed at

later points in time. The SECDS individual

scales had significant associations in the

expected direction with measures of depres-

sion, anxiety, frequency of drug use, and vio-

lent behaviors. The associations with those

measures were somewhat lower than the other

outcome variables, suggesting that SECD may

have a smaller, but contributing, role in reduc-

ing student risk behaviors. 

Most of the relationships among the out-

come variables with SECDS increased from

wave one (beginning of third grade) to wave

five (end of fifth grade). This finding could be

due in part to the lower reliability of the SECDS

individual scales and their associated validity

measures at wave one. The validity analysis

showed that the domain-specific factors of the

SECDS had similar correlations across all the

outcomes of SECDS over the five waves, sug-

gesting that while the factors were different at

some level, they generally had similar associa-

tions with expected outcomes. 

Our findings suggested that there might be

relatively little loss of information associated

with using only the general scale of the

SECDS for many purposes, such as when test-

ing models of potential influences on

social-emotional skills and character develop-

ment or investigating contributions of these

skills and behaviors in preventing youth prob-

lems. The fit of the second-order factor

structure supports the theoretical conceptual-

izations of SECD (Baumrind, 1998; Ellis,

2009; Park, 2004) that informed the develop-

ment of the measure, which are consistent with

the potential for individual dimensions of

SECD to be unified under a single

higher-order construct. The score on the

SECDS corresponding to this higher-order fac-

tor might be understood as an overall orienta-

tion of youth to behave in ways that are

reflective of social-emotional and character

development. Such an orientation could reflect

a generalized motivation as well as ability to

act in accordance with expectations that are

communicated for appropriate and acceptable

behavior in school, home, and other contexts

as well as a consideration for the needs and

welfare of others. One promising direction for

future research is to investigate the implica-

tions of general tendencies toward high or low

levels of SECD in conjunction with profiles of

strengths and limitations that youth may

exhibit on specific facets of social-emotional

skills and character, which clearly could differ

significantly across youth who are nonetheless

similar in their more general assessed levels of

SECD. As in related areas of research, such as

self-esteem (DuBois & Tevendale, 1999;

Harter, 1999), we expect that there may be

greatest utility in approaches that take into

account both general and specific facets of

SECD. The assessment of both general and

specific facets of social-emotional and charac-

ter development clearly makes the measure

well-suited for investigation of this issue.    

The results from the examination of the dif-

ferences among the partial correlations used

for the validity analyses yielded some possibil-

ities for investigating how SECD skills and

behaviors were associated with outcome vari-

ables between genders. Our findings suggested
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that boys and girls had different sources of

influence for SECD, and SECD yielded differ-

ent benefits for boys and girls. There was one

pattern that emerged by racial groups, and

additional studies could yield meaningful pat-

terns in how student gender or racial group

moderates how SECD develops, or how it con-

tributes to outcomes. 

It should be noted that the SECD is offered

as one of several instruments that measure

social-emotional and character development

(for a summary of several such instruments

and their psychometric properties, see Wilson–

Ahlstrom et al., 2011). It is worthwhile to have

several validated measures of SECD because

no one instrument is likely to be suitable for all

student demographics (e.g., different age

groups, socioeconomic statuses) nor can a sin-

gle measure be expected to capture all facets of

SECD that may be important for addressing

particular research questions. Importantly, the

availability of multiple measures of SECD also

provides the opportunity to examine conver-

gence of findings across different instruments,

thus facilitating scale validation work as well

as development of a robust knowledge base in

this area.

Moreover, there are other dimensions of

SECD that are of interest (e.g., self-initiative,

problem solving skills) that this instrument does

not assess. Having multiple instruments that

measure other SECD dimensions allows

researchers to determine the extent to which

findings related to SECD are instrument-depen-

dent or generalize across instruments. 

Limitations of the Study

This study did not examine the convergent

and discriminant associations between the

SECDS and other instruments that measure

social-emotional learning and character.

Future studies could examine the SECDS with

other similar instruments (e.g., those listed in

Wilson–Ahlstrom et al., 2011) to examine

those associations. The validity analyses did

not include measures of social desirability as a

potential factor in accounting for associations

with measures of other constructs. However, to

our knowledge, valid measures of social desir-

ability for students at lower elementary grade

levels are not available. Thus it might be pre-

mature to include such measures to detect the

effect of this construct on the validity of stu-

dents’ SECD scores.

The items on the instrument were worded

positively. We did not include negatively

worded items because of evidence that young

children’s responses to such items may be

influenced by extraneous factors (particularly

reading ability), thus comprising their utility

(Marsh, 1986). Future versions of the instru-

ment for upper elementary grade levels should

consider including such items, however, given

their potential value in addressing acquiescent

response tendencies. Future versions of the

instrument might also explore alternatives to

the SECDS’s current 4-point response scale as

fewer or additional response options could

potentially enhance the measure’s reliability or

validity.

Because of the shared self-report format of

the SECDS and other measures used to inves-

tigate the measure’s validity in this research, the

associations found may be inflated due to shared

method variance. Future studies should exam-

ine how scores on the SECDS with measures of

SECD using alternative reporting formats, such

as performance measures, observational rat-

ings, or teacher and parent ratings.

It should be noted that the student sample

was predominately minority (African Ameri-

can and Hispanic/Latino) and from

low-income areas. The SECDS as a measure-

ment of SECD may not be appropriate for all

student populations. Future research can inves-

tigate the use of the SECDS for upper grade

levels, different racial groups, and different

socioeconomic student populations. 

SUMMARY

The SECDS appears to be a promising mea-

sure of SECD for students in elementary

Grades 3 through 5. The factor structure of the
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SECDS was consistent with current theories

regarding the multidimensional and hierarchi-

cal structure of SECD. The analyses supported

the scale’s internal and test-retest reliability.

The validity analyses of the SECDS suggest

that it has relationships with factors that repre-

sent potential influences on SECD as well as

outcomes of which SECD may contribute. The

findings demonstrated that SECD can be

assessed at young ages, which could poten-

tially lead to better understanding of

social-emotional and character development

during this important development period. 

NOTE

1. The repeated measures ANOVA results are

estimated marginal means and are available

from the first author upon request.

APPENDIX: SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL

AND CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT SCALE

Question Stem: DO YOU AGREE with the following statements about YOU?

Child responds to items using a 4-point scale (NO!, no, yes, YES!). 

Note that the items were presented in random order.

SCED Scale Item

Prosocial Behavior 1. I play nicely with others.

2. I do things that are good for the group.

3. I treat my friends the way I like to be treated.

4. I am nice to kids who are different from me.

5. I try to cheer up other kids if they are feeling sad.

6. I am a good friend to others.

Honesty 7. I apologize when I have done something wrong.

8. I tell the truth when I have done something wrong.

9. I tell others the truth.

10. I keep promises I make to others.

11. I admit my mistakes.

Self-Development 12. I make myself a better person.

13. I keep trying at something until I succeed.

14. I set goals for myself (make plans for the future).

15. I try to be my best.

Self-Control 16. I wait my turn in line patiently.

17. I keep my temper when I have an argument with other kids.

18. I follow the rules even when nobody is watching.

19. I ignore other children when they tease me or call me bad names.

Respect at School 20. I speak politely to my teacher and other adults at school.

21. I obey my teacher and other adults at schools.

22. I follow the directions of my teacher and other adults at school.

23. I listen (without interrupting) to my teacher and other adults at school.

24. I follow school rules.

Respect at Home 25. I speak politely to my parents.

26. I obey my parents.

27. I listen (without interrupting) to my parents.

28. I follow the rules at home.
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