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Introduction
The recent reauthorization of the Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act, known as the 

Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), affirms 

the importance of holding all students to high 

academic standards and preparing all students 

for college and career, but grants states greater 

autonomy than in the past over how they ensure 

students’ progress toward readiness.

ESSA continues to require accountability 

systems that include academic indicators while 

also recognizing that academic achievement 

represents only one dimension of success. ESSA 

allows states to include measures of school quality 

or student success in their federal accountability 

systems when those measures provide meaningful 

differentiation in school performance and are 

valid, reliable, comparable, and applied statewide. 

Examples provided in ESSA include (but are not 

limited to) measures of student access to and 

completion of advanced coursework, student and 

educator engagement, student postsecondary 

readiness, or school climate and safety.1 

States have expressed interest in including a 

measure of students’ acquisition of specific 

personal skills related to education and workforce 

success: skills such as persistence, dependability, 

working effectively with others, adapting, and 

managing stress. In the research literature as 

well as the media, these skills go by many names, 

including “noncognitive skills,” “socioemotional 

skills,” and “grit.”2

ACT research has empirically demonstrated the 

relationship between a number of these skills 

and performance on a variety of academic and 

academically related indicators, and has reliably 

measured these skills in school environments. 

Broader research has also repeatedly shown the 

relationship between these skills and academic 

and workplace performance.

This paper summarizes ACT’s findings, discusses 

the benefits of measuring students’ behavioral 

skills as part of an accountability system, and 

provides recommendations for educators and 

policymakers interested in including measures of 

behavioral skills in their accountability systems.
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