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DEVELOPING AND VALIDATING 
THE INTERNATIONAL SOCIAL AND 

EMOTIONAL LEARNING ASSESSMENT: 
EVIDENCE FROM A PILOT TEST WITH 
SYRIAN REFUGEE CHILDREN IN IRAQ

Nikhit D’Sa and Allyson Krupar

ABSTRACT

The growing focus on social and emotional learning  for children of primary grade age 
in conflict-affected and fragile contexts necessitates an understanding of the effects 
these programs have. However, the dearth of valid and reliable measures of social 
and emotional learning skills in low-resource and crisis contexts has constrained 
the generation of this evidence. The few tools that have robust psychometric 
properties were developed for use in high-resource contexts; they often have usage 
costs, limit adaptation, and focus on adults as respondents. To address this gap, we 
developed the International Social and Emotional Learning Assessment (ISELA), an 
adaptable, cost-free, open-source, performance-based measure of self-concept, stress 
management, perseverance, empathy, and conflict resolution in children between 
ages 6 and 12. In this study, we focused on establishing the validity and reliability 
of the ISELA when used with Syrian refugee children in Iraq. We tested the latent 
structure, criterion validity, internal consistency reliability, and interrater reliability 
of the ISELA with 620 Syrian children. We were able to establish a theoretically 
grounded factor structure for all of the skills except perseverance. The ISELA can be 
used reliably by groups of assessors (Krippendorf ’s alpha>.86) with strong internal 
consistency (KR-20>.70). Our findings for criterion validity were promising but 
preliminary; grade and exposure to interpersonal threats demonstrated a positive 
association with social and emotional learning skills.
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INTRODUCTION

Forced displacement due to armed conflict can have deleterious effects on 
children’s psychological and social development, often resulting in issues such 
as anxiety, depression, interpersonal violence, and posttraumatic stress disorder 
(Morgos, Worden, and Gupta 2007; Smith et al. 2002; Upadhyay, Srivastava, and 
Paul 2017). Even children who do not directly experience violence and loss due to 
forced displacement can be negatively affected by interpersonal aggression, lack 
of resources, and overcrowded living arrangements (Miller and Rasmussen 2010). 
Recent developments in neuropsychology reveal that children exposed to severe 
adversity often experience a physiological stress response that alters how their 
brains process information, which can adversely affect their ability to learn and 
thrive (Anda et al. 2011). However, there is preliminary and promising evidence 
that children who experience adversity can display remarkable psychosocial 
resilience and academic achievement when provided with opportunities for 
social and emotional learning (SEL), which is children’s ability to understand 
and manage emotions, feel and show empathy, and develop positive relationships 
(CASEL 2015; Ungar et al. 2017; Winthrop and Kirk 2008). This has resulted in a 
proliferation of programs (McNatt et al. 2018) in conflict-affected and fragile states 
(CAFS) that focus on SEL. However, limited knowledge is available on the impact 
of these programs and only a few valid and reliable tools measure the SEL skills of 
children in CAFS. To address this gap, we developed the International Social and 
Emotional Learning Assessment (ISELA), an adaptable, cost-free, open-source, 
performance-based measure of self-concept, stress management, perseverance, 
empathy, and conflict resolution in children between ages 6 and 12. In this paper, 
we discuss the ISELA’s psychometric properties when used with Syrian Kurdish 
refugee children living in Iraq. 

SEL IN THE CONTEXT OF FORCED DISPLACEMENT

SEL programs have had a demonstrable positive impact on children’s academic 
achievement (Durlak et al. 2011), and they also have been linked to reduced 
student attrition (Wang et al. 2016), conduct problems, and emotional distress 
in school-age children (Payton et al. 2008; Taylor et al. 2017). More notably, SEL 
programs are especially effective in protecting children who have experienced 
severe adversity and have limited access to other resources (Greenberg et al. 
2017; Jones, Greenberg, and Crowley 2015). However, most SEL program impact 
studies have been conducted in high-resource contexts. In previous reviews and 
meta-analyses of SEL interventions (Durlak et al. 2011; Puerta, Valerio, and Bernal 
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2016; Sklad et al. 2012), only 7 percent to 12 percent of the studies were conducted 
outside of North America and Europe, and none focused on CAFS. This gap in 
our knowledge about the effects of SEL and other education programs has led the 
education in emergencies sector to call for more robust and rigorous research that 
is focused on identifying the impact these programs have on children’s short- and 
long-term outcomes (Burde et al. 2017).

Rigorous efforts have been made recently to study the impact of SEL programs 
in CAFS. These studies have demonstrated three main challenges. First, they 
have found that the programs have a limited impact on children’s SEL skills. 
For example, a rigorous cluster-randomized trial of the Learning to Read in a 
Healing Classroom program in the Democratic Republic of the Congo found 
that its statistically or practically meaningful impact on children’s SEL skills was 
limited (Aber et al. 2017; Torrente et al. 2019). Even when programs have had a 
demonstrated impact on children’s psychosocial development, the effects have 
been limited. An evaluation of the Writing for Recovery program in Gaza found 
that it had a small effect on depression symptoms but no other mental health 
outcomes (Lange-Nielsen et al. 2012). Second, most of the studies that found a 
demonstrated impact have been exploratory. For example, the evaluation of a 
psychoeducation program in Gaza was focused on only sixteen classrooms in 
four schools (Qouta et al. 2012). 

Third, SEL impact studies have focused primarily on distal outcomes related to 
psychopathology by measuring anxiety, depression symptoms, posttraumatic stress 
symptoms, and psychological distress. The theory of change of most SEL programs 
is that these distal psychopathological outcomes are affected by children’s more 
proximal SEL skills, such as self-awareness and perspective-taking (Torrente et 
al. 2019). However, because of the availability of well-validated tools that focus on 
children’s mental health, research has focused largely on mental health outcomes 
and used them as a proxy for children’s SEL skills. One measure that is often used 
in studies of children’s SEL in CAFS is the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire 
(SDQ), an assessment that has been validated in several CAFS (Woerner et al. 
2004). The SDQ was designed primarily as an assessment of children’s mental 
health (Goodman and Goodman 2009) and often is used to screen children into 
programs of varying intensity (Goodman 1997). However, its use as a measure of 
children’s SEL means that the research is not focused on the children’s actual SEL 
skills; if a tool was not designed to fulfill its intended purpose, programs can make 
erroneous decisions about its effectiveness (D’Sa 2019b). 
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Challenges in Measuring SEL

One challenge of responding to the need for further evidence on the effects of 
SEL programs in CAFS is the dearth of valid, reliable, and feasible measures. If 
researchers want to focus on measuring the SEL skills of children in CAFS, they 
face the reality that a majority of the SEL tools were developed in high-resource 
contexts. A recent review (Halle and Darling-Churchill 2016) noted that, of the 75 
SEL measures included, most were developed in North America and only one-third 
had been used in a language other than English. Child development is mediated 
by local cultural and social norms (Super and Harkness 1986); thus, it differs 
according to the setting. Henrich and colleagues (Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan 
2010) gathered findings from across a range of disciplines to demonstrate how 
samples predominantly drawn from Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and 
democratic societies are used erroneously to make universal claims. This includes 
claims about the psychosocial skills targeted by SEL programs. By assuming that 
attributes of healthy child development look the same across diverse contexts 
and measuring them within these Western paradigms, we could be incorrectly 
pathologizing locally normative aspects of development. Or, conversely, we may 
be failing to identify signs of distress among children in CAFS.

An additional concern is that only a handful of SEL tools developed in high-
resource contexts are valid—that is, they measure the intended construct—and 
reliable—they measure the same construct with consistency. Halle and Darling-
Churchill (2016) found that only 6 of 75 measures they reviewed met their validity 
and reliability criteria. While burgeoning efforts are being made to develop a 
library of psychometrically rigorous SEL tools that can be used in CAFS (Ferráns, 
Weiss-Yagoda, and Dolan 2019), there is still a dearth of well-validated measures. 
This leaves researchers who are studying SEL programs in CAFS with two options. 
First, adapt and iteratively test the validity and reliability of a measure that was 
developed in a high-resource context, and attempt to align the constructs and 
skills with the program being evaluated. Second, develop a custom measure 
from scratch. Both options are challenging because they require a considerable 
investment of time and resources (D’Sa 2019b). Moreover, researchers who decide 
to adapt and iteratively test the validity and reliability of a measure that was 
developed in a high-resource context must also consider the fact that SEL tools 
that demonstrate strong validity and reliability (Halle and Darling-Churchill 
2016) often require a subscription or must be purchased, and most have restrictive 
copyrights that do not allow users to freely contextualize the assessment.
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Another important limitation is that few validated tools collect SEL information 
directly from children. The respondents for most well-validated measures of 
SEL skills for children in primary school grades are caregivers or teachers. In 
previous reviews of SEL measures (Denham, Ji, and Hamre 2010; Halle and 
Darling-Churchill 2016), all the measures identified as valid and reliable used 
caregivers’ or teachers’ responses to assess children’s skills. While caregivers and 
teachers can provide important information about children’s SEL skills, they often 
offer differing information. Caregivers do not have the opportunity to compare 
the child in their care to a large sample of children, and teachers, who often 
have a limited perspective on children in nonacademic settings, do not always 
know children well at the start of a school year when baseline or pretest data 
are collected (Darling-Churchill and Lippman 2016). The difficulty in obtaining 
valid and reliable reports from teachers is further exacerbated in CAFS, where 
teacher retention is particularly hard to maintain (Ring and West 2015). While 
child-reported measures of SEL skills do exist, they have not been established as 
broadly valid and reliable. 

To conduct more rigorous research on the effects SEL programs have on the 
learning and development of children living in CAFS, we must design robust 
studies that use assessments that measure the proximal SEL skills of children 
reliably and validly. It would be especially beneficial if these tools were designed 
to collect data directly from children in CAFS and allowed users to adapt and 
contextualize the open-source tools as needed.

Developing a New Measure of SEL Skills

In mid-2015, Save the Children was looking for measures to help them understand 
the effects its growing portfolio of SEL programs were having on primary school-
age children in low-resource and crisis contexts. After reviewing the available tools 
and being faced with the challenges described above, the research team embarked 
on the process of developing an SEL measure. First, we conducted an internal 
review to determine which skills we should assess. This review focused not only 
on Save the Children’s programs but also on the competency requirements in 
national education plans (e.g., Chirwa and Naidoo 2014; Ministry of Education 
and Sports 2010), guidance on developing SEL standards (e.g., Zinsser, Weissberg, 
and Dusenbury 2013), and the extant literature on children’s SEL. This led us to 
identify five skills—self-concept, stress management, perseverance, empathy, and 
conflict resolution. We also identified other skills, such as emotion recognition, 
emotion regulation, and growth mindset, but we did not include these in the 
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measurement initiative because they were not an explicit part of Save the Children’s 
programs for children ages 6-12. 

We subsequently reviewed the compendium of SEL measures from high-resource 
contexts (Denham et al. 2010; Haggerty et al. 2010) to determine possible 
adaptations and extensions for a new tool. Between 2016 and 2019, we tested 
several different types and modalities of questions for children—Likert-type 
scales, visual analog scales, vignettes, and performance-based items—in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Egypt, Haiti, Iraq, Jordan, Kenya, Mexico, 
South Sudan, Tanzania, Syria, Thailand, and Uganda (INEE and EASEL 2020). 
We used three criteria during this iterative process:

•	 Content validity: Did the skills make sense to program staff and did they 
think the items satisfactorily captured the dimensions of the skills in their 
context?

•	 Internal consistency reliability: Did items measuring the same skill do so 
in a consistent manner?

•	 Feasibility: Was the measure easy to adapt and use, and were the results 
comprehensible for program staff? 

As an example, the first version we developed (tested in Mexico and Thailand) 
included a mix of Likert-type questions and situation-judgment tasks. The Likert-
type questions did not have strong internal consistency, and staff members noted 
that the children struggled with the response categories (“Not at all like me” to 
“A lot like me”). Indeed, there is evidence that using Likert-type questions may 
not be appropriate with young children, as they require extensive adaptation, 
testing, and pretraining (Mellor and Moore 2014; Royeen 1985). The situation-
judgment tasks, which were designed to measure empathy, used Selman’s (2003) 
perspective-taking stage theory to rate children’s ranking of responses to stories 
of interpersonal conflict. However, program staff members noted that these items 
were hard to adapt and were not contextually relevant. This iterative design and 
testing done between 2016 and 2019 led to the development of the ISELA, which 
describes the development of five SEL skills in children ages 6 to 12: self-concept, 
stress management, perseverance, empathy, and conflict resolution. The ISELA 
was designed to be a subscription-free tool that could be adapted and used in 
program monitoring and evaluation efforts in low-resource and crisis contexts 
(D’Sa 2019a). 
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METHODS

Iraq hosts about 250,000 forcibly displaced Syrians, primarily those who identify 
as ethnically Kurdish (Durable Solutions Platform 2019). The prolonged conflict 
in Syria has resulted in children being exposed to severe violence and deprivation, 
which often has led to social, emotional, and behavioral issues. In a study of 
displaced Syrian children living in Iraq, about half of the children interviewed 
told of witnessing the violent deaths of loved ones; 90 percent of these children 
reported feelings of distress because of this loss (Brophy 2017). The refugee 
children’s caregivers attributed this increase in their fearful and nervous behavior, 
as well as increased aggression, abuse of substances as a way of coping, and 
developing speech impediments, on their exposure to violent forced displacement 
(McDonald et al. 2017). In the latter half of 2018, in response to growing pressure 
to provide services for displaced children in Iraq, Save the Children started the 
second phase of a school-based education and child-protection project in Iraq’s 
Dohuk, Ninewa, and Diyala provinces. Our study, which was embedded in the 
primary schools that were part of this project, focused on establishing the validity 
and reliability of the ISELA when used with Syrian refugee children living in 
Iraq. We answered the following research questions:

•	 Construct validity: How well are the observed variables predicted by the 
underlying SEL constructs?

•	 Criterion validity: To what extent are the SEL skills associated with variables 
that we theorize they should have a strong relationship with?

•	 Internal consistency reliability: How well do the items measuring each SEL 
skill relate to other items measuring that skill?

•	 Interrater reliability: What is the level of agreement in scoring items between 
different assessors?

Research Design

Initial discussions with the program staff revealed that most of the Syrian refugee 
children who were to participate in this study were fluent in Syrian Kurdish but 
not Arabic. The Syrian Kurdish dialect these children spoke often was not written; 
even the youth and adult assessors had a hard time reading the script. Hence, 
we decided to translate the ISELA into colloquial Mesopotamian Arabic and to 
have 20 bilingual assessors administer the tool to children in Syrian Kurdish. 



27December 2021

VALIDATING THE ISELA FOR SYRIAN REFUGEE CHILDREN IN IRAQ

This in situ translation could have biased or altered responses if the assessors 
asked questions using different wording, so to limit such variations, the assessors 
debated the Kurdish translation during the training and reached a consensus 
on wording. During the data collection in February 2019, a trained team leader 
supervised each five-person data-collection team. This study was approved by the 
ethics review committee at Save the Children. The interviewers obtained informed 
consent from caregivers and assent from the children before data were collected.

Sample

This study focused on the ten schools in Dohuk that only served Syrian refugee 
children. We used a root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) sample 
size calculator (MacCallum, Browne, and Sugawara 1996; Preacher and Coffman 
2006) to estimate the required sample, given the degrees of freedom for each level-
one and level-two factor analysis model. Based on our assumptions (alpha=.05, 
power=.80, RMSEA for alternative distribution=.05, and RMSEA for null 
distribution=.02), we needed to collect data from a minimum of 500 children. 
In each of the ten schools, eight boys and eight girls were randomly sampled from 
each classroom for grades 1-4. After removing children who did not consent and 
because of the small class sizes in some schools (where enumerators assessed all 
children), we ended up with a sample of 620 children. In Table 1 we illustrate 
the demographic characteristics of our sample.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of Syrian Refugee Children from Dohuk, 
Iraq, Included in the ISELA Psychometric Pilot

Demographics n=620
Female 49%
Age (average years) 9
Grade 1 26%
Grade 2 25%
Grade 3 25%
Grade 4 24%
Kurdish mother tongue 92%
Arabic mother tongue 13%
Multilingual 5%
SES (average of 9 household items) 6
Risks (average of 7) 1.2
Interpersonal threats (average of 10) 3.5
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Instrument

The ISELA measures five SEL skills—self-concept, stress management, 
perseverance, empathy, and conflict resolution—with information drawn from 
six subtasks.

Self-concept is children’s beliefs in their skills and abilities to meet present and 
future goals (Bandura 2006). In the first version of the ISELA (tested in 2016), 
we created a Likert-type questionnaire to measure children’s growing capacity 
for independence and confidence in their daily activities, using Bandura’s (2006) 
guidance for developing self-concept measures. However, these Likert-type 
items demonstrated weak internal consistency. Moreover, colleagues working 
with refugee children in Thailand and Jordan noted that their work was focused 
on helping children have a future vision for themselves because that was a 
significant challenge for the children they worked with. Given the vast literature 
on children’s general and domain-specific self-concept and self-efficacy (Bong 
and Skaalvik 2003), we grounded the ISELA’s measurement of self-concept on 
children’s future orientation (Markus and Nurius 1986); that is, their vision of 
the “selves we imagine ourselves becoming in the future, the selves we hope to 
become, the selves we are afraid we may become, and the selves we fully expect 
we will become” (Oyserman and Fryberg 2006, 4). During the administration 
of the ISELA, children are asked to draw and reflect on two future selves and 
to identify a barrier to and support for each (six items: J3-J8). Assessors’ scores 
reflect whether the participants can imagine a future and articulate what would 
support them or stop them from attaining that future. 

Stress management is the conscious use of personal skills and resources to reduce 
the effects of chronic stress and/or acute adversity (Rutter 1981). Since most of Save 
the Children’s SEL programs focused on teaching children explicit strategies to 
manage stress (like belly breathing or counting to ten), the subtask (three items: 
D1-D3) asks children to identify strategies they use to calm down if angry or 
upset. Assessors’ scores reflect whether the child can accurately define up to three 
appropriate, nondestructive stress-management strategies. If the child cannot 
identify one appropriate strategy, they are not asked for additional strategies. 

Perseverance refers to a child’s ability to stay on task despite setbacks and the 
task being hard to complete (Von Culin, Tsukayama, and Duckworth 2014). In 
the context of SEL skills, it refers to the child’s ability to motivate himself/herself 
to continue engaging in hard and complex social relationships. The perseverance 
subtask on the ISELA (four items: F1-F4) asks children to draw four increasingly 
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difficult geometric figures using their nondominant hand. At 20 and 40 seconds 
into each of the four drawing activities, the assessor asks the child if they want to 
stop and move on to the next subtask. Assessors’ scores reflect not the accuracy of 
the child’s drawing but their ability to persist with each drawing for 60 seconds; 
if a child asks to stop, they are not shown subsequent geometric figures.

Empathy is the ability to consider the perspective of other individuals, understand 
their emotional reactions, and integrate that into socially desirable interactions 
(Selman 2003). The empathy subtask (10 items: E1-E10) first asks participants to 
recognize sadness (E1) and anger (E6) in pictures of two children. E1 and E6 
were adapted from the Assessment of Children’s Emotion Skills (Schultz, Izard, 
and Bear 2004). The participants are then asked to describe four things (E2, E3, 
E7, E8) they could do to make the sad/angry child feel better—an adaptation of 
the International Development and Early Learning Assessment (Pisani, Borisova, 
and Dowd 2018)—before being asked to interpret the intentions of the child 
whose action (e.g., pushing or spilling water) caused the original child to feel 
sad/angry. The last four items (E4, E5, E9, E10) were developed to measure 
hostile attributional bias, which is children’s tendency to attribute hostile intent 
to ambiguous provocations. We theorize that these four items measure conflict 
resolution, since children who attribute hostile intent to ambiguous provocations 
tend to negotiate aggressive resolutions to interpersonal conflict (Dodge et al. 
2015).

Conflict resolution refers to the strategies and methods children use to peacefully 
negotiate interpersonal disputes with their peers (Lemerise and Arsenio 2000). 
Conflict resolution is assessed through children’s interpretation of an interpersonal 
conflict vignette (four items: G1-G4), along with the four items from the empathy 
subtask. Participants are asked to name two things they would do if they were 
playing with a toy and another child asked to play with the same toy. They are then 
asked to name two things they would do if the other child took the toy from them 
without asking and started playing with it. These conflict-resolution subtask items 
were adapted from the International Development and Early Learning Assessment 
(Pisani et al. 2018) and the Challenging Situations Task (Denham et al. 2013).

Relationships focus on the individuals who are part of the child’s social network. 
The relationship subtask does not measure a specific SEL skill, but items from 
this subtask are theorized to load onto the measurement of four of the five SEL 
skills described above. During prior conversations about the ISELA’s content 
validity, program colleagues noted that the items from the SEL skill subtasks 
(described above) did not capture the skill adequately. Adding items from the 
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relationship subtask enabled us to broaden the measurable dimensions of these 
skills. In the relationship’s subtask, participants are asked to describe the size of 
their social network, including family, peers, and community adults. For each 
type of individual in their social network, participants are asked if they talk to 
someone when they are sad (stress management), can ask for help when working 
on something difficult (perseverance), know when a person in their social network 
is feeling sad (empathy), and can ask for help with a problem with a peer (conflict 
resolution).

Adaptation of the ISELA 

All questions in the ISELA have a binary response option: correct/incorrect or 
appropriate/inappropriate. Participants provide open-ended responses, and the 
assessors mark the responses as appropriate or inappropriate while collecting the 
data. This in situ coding was done for two reasons. First, it improved the feasibility 
of collecting data. In early versions of the ISELA, we collected actual participant 
responses for some questions and coded them post hoc. However, by investing 
in assessor training, we were able to reduce the time and resources needed to 
score the assessment, thereby improving feasibility. Second, given the normative 
nature of SEL skills, the open-ended response coding improves the adaptability 
of the ISELA. In each new context, the research team develops a list of socially 
and contextually appropriate and inappropriate response options. In Iraq, the 
program team from Save the Children developed the first list of appropriate and 
inappropriate response options for the stress-management, empathy, and conflict-
resolution subtasks. The assessors, who were adults from the same community 
as the children, added to this list during training. After a one-day field test with 
children (which was not included in the final sample), the assessors refined the list.

Given the high rate of exposure to adversity among forcibly displaced Syrian 
children, we included questions about the following eight risk factors:

1.	 Have you ever had to work to earn money to support your family?

2.	 Have you ever had to miss school for longer than one month?

3.	 Have you ever had to leave your home because it was not safe?

4.	 Have you ever lived in a home where an adult regularly did drugs?

5.	 Have you ever lived in a home where people shouted or yelled?
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6.	 �Have you ever lived in a home where people pushed, slapped, or threw 
something?

7.	 Have you ever gone hungry because there was not enough food?

8.	 Have you ever had a family member leave home for more than six months? 

Next, to capture the nature of the interpersonal threats they may have experienced, 
we asked children whether any of the following had occurred at their school in 
the previous week:

1.	 Did you feel afraid?

2.	 Did you feel afraid on your way to school?

3.	 Did a child tease another child?

4.	 Did a child leave out another child?

5.	 Did anyone say something mean?

6.	 Did children get into a fight?

7.	 Did anyone throw something to hurt another?

8.	 Did an adult scream or yell?

9.	 Did an adult hit or kick anyone?

10.	 Did an adult threaten to hurt a child?

Data Analysis

Factor analysis

To validate the structure of the five SEL constructs—self-concept, stress 
management, perseverance, empathy, and conflict resolution—we first fit an 
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) model (in Mplus 7.4) using a geomin rotation on 
a random half of the data, specifying that all observed variables were categorical. 
After observing the eigenvalues and fit statistics for the different EFA models 
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(e.g., one factor, two factor), we chose the model that had the strongest fit. We 
confirmed our EFA on the other random half of the data, fitting a confirmatory 
factor analysis model for each construct separately (weighted least squares means 
and variance estimator appropriate for categorical data). We observed the fit 
statistics to see how well the specified model fit the data (Schreiber et al. 2006).

Convergent and Discriminant Validity

We used grade, experience of interpersonal threats, and exposure to risk factors 
to establish convergent and discriminant validity. We used grade instead of age 
because 10 percent of the children did not provide their age, and age and grade 
were strongly correlated (r=0.75). We hypothesized that grade would have a 
statistically and practically meaningful positive relationship with the five SEL 
skills. We also hypothesized that children with higher empathy and conflict-
resolution scores would have the interpersonal skills to identify more interpersonal 
threats at their school. This hypothesis was based on Lemerise and Arsenio’s 
(2000) integrated model of social information processing. They explain that the 
“intensity with which children experience emotions and their skill at regulating 
emotion will influence what is noticed and the meaning attributed to the situation” 
(113). Children with stronger SEL skills likely notice more of the interpersonal 
threats around them and encode these experiences in their memory to use when 
processing future social cues. Alternatively, we expected the risk factors the 
children faced to be negatively associated with their SEL skills (Anda et al. 2011; 
Betancourt et al. 2013).

To understand this convergent and discriminant validity, we fit a multilevel model 
for each SEL skill with grade, index of interpersonal threats, and index of risk 
factors as our predictors. We controlled for the differential effects of gender and 
household wealth and clustered the standard errors at the school level. The items 
we use in the ISELA artificially censor children’s responses at the higher and 
lower ends of the scale. For example, in the empathy subtask, we asked children to 
recognize sadness/anger and what they would do to help another child feel better. 
The developmental trajectory of empathy likely extends to more foundational 
emotion-recognition skills, as well as more advanced third-order perspective-
taking. Since the subtasks in the ISELA cannot capture this entire developmental 
trajectory due to time and resource constraints, we may be artificially censoring 
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children at the lower and higher ends of the scale for each skill. To deal with 
this censoring, we used a Tobit regression in fitting the multilevel models. Tobit 
blends ordinary least squares with a probit function to deal with the censoring 
of data (Stewart 2013).

Internal Consistency Reliability

We used the Kuder-Richardson-20 (KR-20) statistic, a variation of the Cronbach’s 
alpha statistic designed specifically for use with dichotomous items, to understand 
how reliably the individual items under each ISELA construct measure that skill. 
The KR-20 statistic ranges from 0 to 1; values between 0.70 and 0.95 suggest strong 
internal consistency (Streiner 2003).

Interrater Reliability

For the first boy and first girl from each grade assessed at each school (n=99), 
the assessors worked in pairs, with one assessor conducting the assessment and 
scoring while the other listened and scored. These data were analyzed using 
Krippendorf ’s alpha statistic, with values of 0.8-1 representing a strong level of 
agreement between the assessors (McHugh 2012).

RESULTS

Factor Analysis

We fit a separate measurement model for each SEL skill. In Table 2 we provide 
an overview of the statistics we used to judge how well each model fit the data. 
In all five models, the comparative fit index and Tucker-Lewis index were above 
our acceptance threshold of 0.95 (Schreiber et al. 2006), which suggests that 
the models fit the data well when compared to a baseline model where all the 
paths were uncorrelated. The absolute fit indices—root mean square error of 
approximation and standardized root mean square residual—for all measurement 
models were lower than the prespecified thresholds of 0.06 and 0.08 (Schreiber 
et al. 2006), which suggests that our models fit the data well. Below we provide 
illustrations for each of the five measurement models and describe the structure 
of the loadings for each latent construct.
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Table 2: Goodness of Fit Statistics from Confirmatory Factor  
Analysis Models Fit with Random Half of Data from Iraq

Self- 
Concept

Stress 
 Management Perseverance Empathy Conflict  

Resolution
Split-half sample n 309 309 309 309 309
Observed variables x 6 4 3 5 6
Chi-square test of model fit χ2 (df, p-value) 8.93 (9, 0.44) 0.32 (2, 0.85) 0 (0, <0.001) 1.95 (4, 0.75) 11.93 (7, 0.10)
Comparative fit index CFI 1 1 1 1 0.99
Tucker-Lewis index TLI 1 1 1 1 0.97
Root mean square error of 
approximation

RMSEA (CI) <0.001 (0-0.06) <0.001 (0-0.06) <0.001 (0-0) <0.001 (0-0.06) 0.05 (0-0.09)

Standardized root mean 
square residual

SRMR 0.03 0.01 <0.001 0.02 0.06

Weighted root mean 
square residual

WRMR 0.22 0.12 0.01 0.23 0.56
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Self-concept. In Figure 1, we illustrate the loading of the latent self-concept factor 
on the six observed variables from the self-concept subtask. We did not modify the 
model or any of its paths. We found that the latent self-concept construct predicted 
the six observed variables with almost equal loadings on all predicted pathways. 

Figure 1: Standardized Loadings for Measurement Model for  
Latent Self-Concept Construct

Note: All illustrated paths are statistically significant at p<0.05.

Stress management. We hypothesized a single latent factor predicting items from 
the stress-management subtask and the relationship subtask (participants reach 
out to their social network when sad). We formed a Guttman scale (summed 
scale ranging from 0 to 3) with the three stress-management subtask questions 
because they were hierarchical: participants unable to identify an appropriate stress-
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management strategy were not asked for subsequent strategies. Since we included 
these items in the same measurement model with other items that were from a 
different subtask and had a different response structure, we had to account for the 
hierarchical dependency. We also created a summed scale (range 0-2) with the 
first two items from the relationship questions, since participants who could not 
identify a family member to talk to when sad were not asked about a second family 
member. In our final model (see Figure 2), the stress-management latent construct 
predicted the four observed variables; the model fit the data well and was aligned 
with our initial hypothesis. The latent factor most strongly predicted participants’ 
response to whether they talked to a friend when sad.

Figure 2: Standardized Loadings for Measurement Model for  
Latent Stress-Management Construct

Note: All illustrated paths are  statistically significant at p<0.05.

Perseverance. We hypothesized that a single latent factor would predict five 
observed variables. First was a summed scale (range 0-4) of questions drawn 
from the perseverance subtask. Second was a summed scale (range 0-2) about 
which family members participants sought help from when working on something 
difficult. The final three dichotomous items included two relationship questions: 
whether the child approached a friend or community adult for help when working 
on something difficult, and whether the child chose to do the self-concept drawing. 
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The EFA model suggested that there were two latent factors, one predicting the 
three relationship items and the other predicting the drawing items from the 
perseverance and self-concept subtasks. We were unable to confirm this two-
factor model, since one of the factors would have two observed variables and the 
model would not be identified. Additionally, the loadings for the two drawing 
items from the EFA were negative and did not fit our theory. Hence, we fit a single 
latent perseverance factor, predicted by the three observed relationship variables 
(see Figure 3). This model was fully saturated and precluded interpretation of 
the model fit. However, all factor loadings were strong, positive, and significant.

Figure 3: Standardized Loadings for Measurement Model for  
Latent Perseverance Construct

Note: All illustrated paths are statistically significant at p<0.05.

Empathy. We theorized a single latent factor that predicted five observed variables. 
The first two variables were summed scales (range 0-3) from the empathy subtask: 
(1) recognize sadness and identify two things to do to help a sad child feel better, 
and (2) recognize anger and identify two things to help an angry child calm down. 
The last three items were from the relationship subtask: recognize when a family 
member, friend, or community member is sad. The final model (see Figure 4) fit 
the data well and was aligned with our initial theory. The one modification we 
made was to allow the residual variances on the two summed scales from the 
empathy subtask to covary. The latent factor most strongly predicted participants’ 
response to whether or not they could identify when someone in their social 
network was sad.
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Figure 4: Standardized Loadings for Measurement Model for  
Latent Empathy Construct

Note: All illustrated paths are statistically significant at p<0.05.

Conflict resolution. For conflict resolution, we theorized a two-factor model. The 
first latent factor—social problem-solving (SPS)—would be predicted by three 
summed-scale variables. The first (range 0-4) was a summation of the four items 
from the conflict-resolution subtask. The second and third were summations 
(range 0-2) from the empathy subtask: whether the participant attributed benign 
intent to ambiguous provocations in the sadness and the anger vignettes. The 
second latent factor—help—would be predicted by three observed variables from 
the relationship subtask: whether participants asked a family member, friend, or 
community member for help when resolving a peer issue. We expected the two 
latent constructs—SPS and help—to have a strong and statistically significant 
correlation, since they were measuring facets of conflict resolution. We made 
one modification to allow the residuals of the two summed variables from the 
empathy subtask to covary. This modified model (see Figure 5) fit the data well 
and all the paths were statistically and practically meaningful. The two latent 
factors—SPS and help—had a strong and positive correlation of 0.30.
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Figure 5: Standardized Loadings for Measurement and Structural Model 
 for Latent Conflict-Resolution Construct

Note: All illustrated paths are statistically significant at p<0.05.

Creating Composite Scores

Because the perseverance confirmatory factor analysis model was fully saturated, 
we were unable to interpret its fit and validate its structure; thus, we did not have 
sufficient evidence to proceed with further testing of the validity and reliability 
of this construct. Having established the validity of the internal structure of the 
other four SEL skills, the next step was to create composite scores to use in further 
analysis. One method was to use the confirmatory factor analysis loadings as weights 
for each item. However, given that the ISELA is used by teams in CAFS with limited 
analytic resources, we followed the more commonly applied research practice: create 
a sum for each skill and divide it by the total number of items. In so doing, we 
assume that all items are equally weighted in the composite score. We found a very 
strong and positive correlation between the unit-weighted and loading-weighted 
composites, which ranged from 0.83 for empathy to 0.99 for self-concept.
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In Figure 6, we present five distribution histograms. The distributions for stress 
management and empathy were close to normal. The self-concept and help constructs 
had skewed distributions, with approximately 45 percent of participants scoring at 
the two extremes.

Figure 6: Distribution of Composite Scores for the SEL Skills
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The five constructs had moderately strong, positive correlations with each other 
(see Table 3), ranging from 0.09 between self-concept and help to 0.53 between 
empathy and SPS. Overall, the correlations suggest that, while these constructs 
are related to each other, they still help capture different skills in children’s social 
and emotional development. 

Table 3: Correlations of the Five Unit-Weighted SEL Composites

Self-concept

Stress  
management
Empathy
Conflict  
resolution: 
SPS
Conflict  
resolution: 
Help

Self- 
Concept

1

0.21

0.26
0.35

0.09

Stress  
Management

1

0.47
0.35

0.47

Empathy

1
0.53

0.27

Conflict 
Resolution: 

SPS

1

0.28

Conflict  
Resolution: Help

1
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Convergent and Discriminant Validity

In Table 4 we present the results of fitting the five Tobit models to establish the 
convergent validity with grade and interpersonal threats, and the discriminant 
validity with exposure to risk factors. Our sample size was 576 children, due to 
missing data across the covariates in the model.

Table 4: Tobit Model Estimates for Predicted Social and Emotional Skill Scores

  Self- 
Concept

Stress  
Management

Empathy Conflict  
Resolution: SPS

Conflict  
Resolution: Help

Grade 0.0779** 0.0354* 0.0635*** 0.0532** 0.0526
[0.03] [0.02] [0.01] [0.02] [0.03]

Gender 0.00625 -0.0468 -0.0403~ 0.0114 0.00846
[0.05] [0.03] [0.02] [0.03] [0.04]

Socio-
economic 
status

-0.173 0.104 0.230~ 0.227* 0.422

[0.31] [0.10] [0.14] [0.11] [0.30]
Number of 
risk factors

0.00186 -0.0111 0.00714 -0.0239 -0.0146

[0.02] [0.02] [0.02] [0.02] [0.02]
Number of 
threats

0.0228 0.0294*** 0.0312*** 0.0246** 0.0454***

[0.02] [0.00] [0.01] [0.01] [0.01]
Intercept 0.321 0.276** 0.105 0.0192 -0.0413

[0.30] [0.09] [0.12] [0.12] [0.22]
Sigma 0.612*** 0.310*** 0.305*** 0.322*** 0.537***

[0.08] [0.01] [0.02] [0.04] [0.03]
df 5 5 5 5 5
n 576 576 576 576 576

Note: Standard errors clustered at the school level. Standard errors in brackets. 
p<0.10, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001

As theorized, we found a statistically and practically meaningful positive 
relationship between grade and four of the SEL skills; the child’s grade was 
not predictive of their score on the help construct. However, for the other four 
constructs, a one-grade difference was associated with a 4- to 8-percentage-point 
change in the number of items children answered appropriately (see Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: Predicted Social and Emotional Skill Scores by Grade,  
Controlling for Gender, Socioeconomic Status, Exposure to Risk Factor,  

and Interpersonal Threats
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Additionally, as initially theorized, children’s self-reported perception of 
interpersonal threats was positively associated with their empathy and conflict-
resolution scores. We found one relationship that we had not initially theorized: 
children’s self-reported perception of interpersonal threats was positively associated 
with their stress-management scores. A one-unit change in the number of threats 
a child identified was positively associated with a 2- to 5-percentage-point change 
in their SEL skills (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 8: Predicted Social and Emotional Skill Scores by Number of  
Identified Interpersonal Threats, Controlling for Gender, Grade, 

Socioeconomic Status, and Exposure to Risk Factors

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
Number of safety threats identif ied

Empathy
Stress management

Conf lict 
resolution: SPS

Conf lict 
resolution: Help

Note: n=576, standard errors clustered at the school level

Finally, we predicted that there would be a negative relationship between children’s 
SEL skills and exposure to risk factors. However, we found no relationships 
between these variables when controlling for the effect of important equity factors, 
such as grade, gender, and household wealth.

Internal Consistency Reliability

Across the five SEL skills, we found good internal consistency reliability of 0.70 
or higher (see Table 5). This suggests that the individual items within each SEL 
construct are strongly correlated and measure a similar skill.
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Table 5: Internal Consistency Reliability (KR-20) for SEL Constructs

Social and Emotional Competency KR-20
Self-concept 0.91
Stress management 0.70
Empathy 0.77
Conflict resolution: SPS 0.82
Conflict resolution: Help 0.70

Interrater Reliability

The Krippendorf ’s alpha statistic for each observed variable included in the five 
SEL constructs was strong, above our predetermined acceptance threshold of 
0.80 (see Table 6). This suggests that different assessors were administering the 
ISELA consistently and reliably during the data collection. 

Table 6: Krippendorf ’s Alpha Interrater Reliability Statistics for Observed 
Variables Included in Each of the SEL Constructs

Social and Emotional Competency Krippendorf ’s Alpha Range for Observed Variables
Self-concept 0.86-0.98

Stress management 0.96-1

Empathy 0.89-1

Conflict resolution: SPS 0.94-1

Conflict resolution: Help 0.86-0.96

DISCUSSION

The proliferation of SEL programs in CAFS necessitates a fuller understanding 
of the impact these programs have on children. However, attempts to build this 
knowledge have been stymied by the dearth of valid, reliable, and feasible measures 
that are open source and subscription free. In this article, we provide strong, 
positive evidence for the construct validity, internal consistency reliability, and 
interrater reliability of the ISELA when used with Syrian refugee children living 
in Iraq. We also have promising preliminary evidence for the criterion validity 
of the SEL skills we measured. However, designing a measure for use in CAFS 
comes with several tradeoffs related to assessment feasibility versus psychometric 
rigor, each tradeoff having a different degree of impact on the usability or rigor 
of the tool. Because of the resource and logistical limitations of collecting data 
in nonpermissive, politically volatile, or geographically challenging locations in 
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CAFS (Anderson, Read, and Losada 2020; Halman 2019), we need assessments that 
are brief, easy to use, and require limited materials or stimuli. Below we discuss 
the findings from this study in light of the feasibility-psychometric rigor tradeoffs 
we made and focus on implications for future SEL measurement in CAFS. 

A challenge of measuring SEL skills is to ensure that we capture the dimensions 
of individual skills (Halle and Darling-Churchill 2016). For example, children’s 
judgment about interpersonal conflict resolution is affected by several factors, 
including the intent they attribute to the other child, their interpersonal resolution 
strategies, and their help-seeking behavior (Lemerise and Arsenio 2000; Selman 
2003). We attempted to capture different skill dimensions in the ISELA by ensuring 
that items loading on each skill construct came not only from the skill subtasks but 
also from the relationship subtask. This decision came with an inherent tradeoff. We 
increased the assessment time (about 25 minutes per child), a decision that meant 
we had to make cuts to other parts of the assessment. Nonetheless, we were able to 
establish content validity with partners who were using the tool, as well as the factor 
structure of self-concept, stress management, empathy, and conflict resolution. 

However, we were unable to validate the factor structure for perseverance. One 
issue with the perseverance subtask was that 79 percent of participants completed 
all four drawings. This meant that there was little variation in participants’ 
performance. This was a symptom of the tradeoff we made: by adding the 
relationship subtask, we shortened other ISELA subtasks; we wanted a short, 
performance-based measure of perseverance that was easy to use with few stimuli 
and materials. To measure perseverance most precisely, we need to include more 
complex and time-intensive items that capture the diversity of children’s capacity  
for perseverance. In future iterations of the ISELA, we intend to work on further 
validating the factor structure of the perseverance latent construct by testing 
adaptations, including harder geometric figures and increased task complexity 
(e.g., not being able to lift the pencil off the paper).

The assessment-brevity tradeoff affected all sections of the ISELA, which resulted 
in our being judicious about the number of subtask items and the complexity of 
child response options. This raised a statistical challenge when trying to ensure 
that different items measuring each skill demonstrated strong internal consistency. 
All of the variables in the ISELA have a dichotomous construction and the number 
of items measuring each skill is small, between 4 and 12. This was done to make 
the assessment brief and easy to use in CAFS by limiting the need to explain 
complex response options to the children. Variables with larger scoring ranges and 
constructs with more items from the same subset of the survey provide stronger 
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internal consistency reliabilities (Bentler 2009; Streiner 2003). However, our analysis 
demonstrated that, even with these limitations, the items measuring each of the 
SEL skills in the ISELA demonstrated strong internal consistency reliability. Our 
findings suggest that measuring children’s SEL skills in CAFS does not require 
sacrificing a measure’s internal consistency. An iterative development process, like 
that we followed with the ISELA, can result in measures that are brief and reliable. 

Another tradeoff was to remove the off-site scoring of children’s responses to 
vignettes and scenarios; instead, we created an in situ protocol for assessors to 
score children’s responses as socially and contextually appropriate or inappropriate. 
These interpretive response categories add to the ISELA’s adaptability. This measure 
adaptability is important in CAFS because severe adversity can affect children’s 
normative pathways of development (Betancourt et al. 2013, 2017), which requires 
using measures that can be changed quickly and easily to meet contextual needs. 
However, the adaptability of in situ scoring adds structured bias on the part of 
the assessor. Nonetheless, we found strong interrater reliability for all the ISELA 
items, which suggests that assessors had strong levels of agreement when scoring 
the same child. Generating in-depth response options and rigorous training can 
prepare assessors to score children reliably. In Iraq, we trained the assessors for 
three full days and conducted a field test on day four. We would recommend a 
similar investment in assessor training for future uses of the ISELA.

The final tradeoff we made was not with the ISELA but with the process of testing 
it in Iraq. Because of time and resource constraints, we were unable to include 
a validated measure of the children’s academic or psychosocial development 
to establish criterion validity. This limited the scope and depth of the validity 
testing we could accomplish. We instead used grade (as a proxy for age because 
of missing data) and exposure to interpersonal threats to establish convergent 
validity. While we were able to provide promising evidence for the convergent 
validity of self-concept, stress management, empathy, and conflict resolution, 
these results are preliminary and need further investigation. Additionally, we 
were unable to establish the discriminant validity of the SEL skills with an index 
of distal risk factors. Unlike the extant literature that has included proximal risk 
factors (e.g., witnessing torture) in studies of forcibly displaced children’s exposure 
to trauma (Morgos et al. 2007; Smith et al. 2002), we decided not to include risk 
factors directly related to the Syrian refugee children’s experiences of trauma. We 
wanted to have a more robust referral system in place before asking young children 
sensitive questions about their displacement. Also, the floor effects observed in the 
number of risk factors the children experienced (the average child reported 1.2 of 
7 risk factors) suggests social desirability bias or that the distal risk factors were 
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not pertinent. Future ISELA validation efforts should include more pertinent and 
robust measures of academic and psychosocial development to establish criterion 
validity. For example, the Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies’ 
Measurement Library (on which the ISELA is available) is compiling valid, reliable 
learning and development measures that can be used in CAFS. Using a measure 
from this initiative can further our understanding of the validity of the ISELA.

CONCLUSION

Between 2016 and 2019, we embarked on an iterative design and testing process to 
develop a psychometrically rigorous yet feasible open-source measure of children’s 
SEL skills. The resulting tool—the ISELA—was specifically designed with the 
resource and logistic constraints of CAFS in mind. The current study provides 
strong evidence that the ISELA measures the self-concept, stress-management, 
empathy, and conflict-resolution skills of Syrian refugee children living in Iraq 
validly and reliably. To expand the evidence based on the impact SEL programs 
have on children, the tool can be used reliably by groups of assessors in the context 
of skills-monitoring or impact evaluations in CAFS.
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