Does An Early Social-Emotional
Learning Program Have Lasting
Academic Effects Through High School?

High School Follow-Up Findings from a
Randomized Trial of INSIGHTS

There is a large body of evidence showing that social-emotional
learning (SEL) programs can boost short-term academic perfor-
mance, social skills, and school attitudes.! These findings have encour-
aged policymakers and school districts to invest in SEL programs, espe-
cially because the COVID-19 pandemic significantly affected students
from disadvantaged backgrounds. However, most research in this field
still focuses on short-term results. One review found that 61 percent of
SEL studies looked at effects for less than one year, and very few followed
students through major life transitions, such as the move to middle or high
school.? This gap is important because the benefits of early interventions
often fade over time, a trend researchers call “fade-out.”®

This long-term follow-up study of INSIGHTS into Children’s Temperament
(INSIGHTS) is unusual in that it has tracked the academic outcomes of stu-
dents who participated in this two-year, temperament-based SEL program
for kindergarten and first-grade students across the full span of their K-12
education. A companion brief, published in March 2026 found that, for the
average student, early gains had faded by middle school, though students
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INSIGHTS is a distinctive early SEL intervention grounded in temperament
theory.® Unlike universal SEL curricula that deliver identical content to all stu-
dents, INSIGHTS uses a child-centered approach focused on “goodness of fit.”
This approach is based on the idea that children do their best when their spe-
cific traits match the demands of their school and home lives. When these traits
do not align, children may struggle with schoolwork or behavior even if they are very capable. The
program teaches adults how to recognize and respond to different temperaments. It also helps chil-
dren understand their own traits using puppets that represent four different temperament profiles.

program is over.

During kindergarten and first grade, INSIGHTS provided coordinated support in three different
ways. Teachers attended 10 weekly sessions each year to learn how to recognize temperament
traits and view challenging behaviors as expressions of a child’s personality rather than simple defi-
ance. A similar program for parents provided 10 sessions each year to help families use these same
strategies at home. Finally, a classroom program used puppets in 10 weekly, 45-minute sessions to
help students understand their differences and practice solving problems. The teacher and class-
room components reached all students in the INSIGHTS schools, and parents that opted into the
program received the parent portion.

Expecting a two-year program delivered in kindergarten and first grade to shape student outcomes
a decade later is ambitious, and any such claim requires a clear theoretical rationale. Researchers
suggest there are at least two probable ways this could happen.® First, the program might have
improved early skills in reading and math in a way that builds on itself as a student grows. Early
academic advantages can lead to stronger performance that builds across grades. Second, the
self-regulation and social skills taught in INSIGHTS (which are not measured directly in this fol-
low-up study) could be lasting abilities that students take with them into new environments. If chil-
dren learned how to handle frustration, how to keep trying when things get hard, and how to get
along with others, these skills could help them persist and succeed in school long after the program
is over.

However, both of these ideas assume that future school environments do not wash away those early
gains. As students progress through school, they encounter new teachers, complex social scenes,
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and harder schoolwork. None of these later challenges are directly addressed by an intervention
that only happens in the early grades. Lasting effects are possible but not guaranteed. In fact, most
research on early intervention suggests that keeping early improvements alive usually requires
continued support and reinforcement.”

The Original Trial and Past Findings

This follow-up study is based on a cluster-randomized trial that included 22 public elementary
schools in New York City.2 These schools were recruited in three groups between 2008 and 2010
and were randomly assigned to either the INSIGHTS program or a control group. In the control
group, students took part in a supplementary reading program after school, while their parents
and teachers attended workshops focused on literacy (referred to as the “attention-control” group
hereafter). This specific design helped researchers ensure that any positive effects were due to the
INSIGHTS lessons, not just the fact that students were receiving extra attention.

The current study followed 1,329 kindergarteners who were enrolled in the 22 study schools at the
time of random assignment, with 641in INSIGHTS schools and 688 in the attention-control schools.
The sample was drawn from an urban, high-poverty area where over 70 percent of students were
Black and about 75 percent were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. The randomization suc-
cessfully created two equal groups at the start, and the program was delivered as intended, with
over 90 percent of the parent and teacher content completed.®

The original trial demonstrated substantial short-term benefits. Students in INSIGHTS schools
whose parents opted into the program grew much faster in reading (effect size = 0.55) and mathe-
matics (effect size = 0.31) during intervention years, and the program also boosted attention while
reducing disruptive behaviors.’® However, later studies showed that these academic effects dimin-
ished by fifth and sixth grade."

The middle school follow-up study, which tracked the full randomized sample through eighth grade,
confirmed this trend.”? For the average student, there were no noticeable differences in English
or math performance, grade retention, attendance, or special education status by the time they
reached the end of middle school. For students from low-income families, the middle school results
were more positive with modest improvements in English and math scores and reduced chances
of a student being placed in special education. The findings for students from low-income families
were exploratory and should be viewed with some caution because of the smaller sample size and
the risk of finding patterns by chance.™®

So far, the dominant pattern for the average student has been one of fade-out, where promising early
gains slowly disappeared as the students got older.
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What Is This Brief About?

This brief presents the final set of results from the long-term study of INSIGHTS. Using administra-
tive records, it tracks all the students from their start in kindergarten through their expected high
school graduation and their transition to college, 13 years later.

Because this study relies on administrative records, the outcomes it can examine are limited to
academic and educational milestones. No direct measures of social-emotional skills were available
for the high school years, meaning the study cannot speak to whether the social-emotional gains
produced by INSIGHTS during the intervention period persisted as students aged.

The study focused on three prespecified primary outcomes to test whether INSIGHTS produced
lasting effects:

° NINTH-GRADE ON-TRACK STATUS: This outcome measures whether students earned at least 10
course credits and passed at least one New York State Regents exam by the end of their expected
ninth-grade year —a measure developed by the Research Alliance for New York City Schools that
strongly predicts on-time graduation.™

® RECEIPT OF A NEW YORK STATE HIGH SCHOOL DIPLOMA: This outcome measures whether students
received a New York State diploma by the end of their expected senior year.'® The study also
examined cumulative diploma receipt allowing one additional year, recognizing that some stu-
dents, particularly those affected by COVID-19 disruptions, may have taken longer to complete
their requirements.

° IMMEDIATE COLLEGE ENROLLMENT: This outcome measures whether students enrolled in a two-
year or four-year college during the year immediately following their expected high school grad-
uation, using data from the National Student Clearinghouse. The Clearinghouse tracks data from
nearly 3,600 schools and covers over 97 percent of all college enrollments in the United States.®
Given this near-universal coverage, students who do not appear in the database are coded as not
enrolled rather than as missing.

The study also examined several exploratory outcomes to provide additional context for student
engagement and behavior available from the administrative data: attendance rate, grade retention,
and special education classification during high school, as well as course credit accumulation and
Regents exam passage at each grade. Together, these different measures help paint a complete
picture of what the students’ high school years were like. In addition, the study explored the effects
of INSIGHTS on students from low-income families and those whose parents consented to the
study. All results are measured based on the grade level students were expected to be in, rather
than their actual grade. This approach preserves the experimental design and avoids introducing
bias, since the program itself might affect whether a student is held back. Robustness checks using
other sample definitions are reported in the Technical Supplement.
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The Study Sample

Table 1 outlines which grade level each group was expected to be in during each school year. The
three cohorts of students entered kindergarten between 2008 and 2010 and were expected to reach
their senior year between 2021 and 2023. By following students through the 2023-2024 school
year, the study was able to get at least one full year of postsecondary data for all study participants.

Table 1. Summary of Follow-Up Grade and Year, by Study Cohort

Academic Year

Cohort 1

Cohort 2

Cohort 3

2008-2009 Kindergarten - -

2009-2010 1st grade Kindergarten - Program
2010-2011 2nd grade 1st grade Kindergarten implementation
2011-2012 3rd grade 2nd grade 1st grade period
2012-2013 4th grade 3rd grade 2nd grade

2013-2014 5th grade 4th grade 3rd grade

2014-2015 6th grade 5th grade 4th grade

2015-2016 7th grade 6th grade 5th grade

2016-2017 8th grade 7th grade 6th grade

2017-2018 9th grade 8th grade 7th grade

2018-2019 10th grade 9th grade 8th grade

2019-2020 11th grade 10th grade 9th grade COVID-19
2020-2021 12th grade 11th grade 10th grade period
2021-2022 Post 1 12th grade 11th grade

2022-2023 Post 2 Post 1 12th grade

2023-2024 Post 3 Post 2 Post 1

NOTES: Bolded grades are those covered in this brief. This table describes the expected year and grade for
students following an educational trajectory with no grade retention and no accelerated promotion (that is,

skipping a grade).

All three cohorts were in high school when the COVID-19 pandemic began, though they were at
different expected grade levels. Cohort 1 students were expected to be in eleventh grade when
schools closed in spring 2020; Cohort 2 students were in tenth grade; and Cohort 3 students were in
ninth grade. The pandemic interrupted learning, attendance, and testing processes. For the oldest
students, it also disrupted the college application process. Although the study design ensures that
both groups were affected equally, the pandemic is an important factor to consider when looking at
graduation and college enrollment rates and understanding the environment in which postsecond-
ary decisions were made.
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Like most long-term studies in large urban school districts, the number of participants dropped
over time as families moved or students left the New York City school system. After 13 years, about
70 percent of the original group was still enrolled in the city’s schools or had recent records. The
proportion of students who left the school system was about the same for both groups, and among
students who remained, the two groups continued to look alike on baseline characteristics. These
analyses are reported in full in the Technical Supplement (see Tables S.1 and S.2).

High School Follow-Up Study Findings

The research team assessed the impacts of INSIGHTS on high school and postsecondary outcomes
using the full analytic sample of students enrolled in study schools at random assignment. The
findings are organized around three questions: Did the early benefits of the INSIGHTS program per-
sist through the expected high school years and beyond? Can the unexpected college enrollment
findings be explained? Did effects differ for the key subgroups that were identified in the middle
school follow-up study?

Finding 1: Early Benefits Did Not Persist Through High School for the
Average Student

Across the measures of high school progression and completion examined in this study, INSIGHTS
produced no detectable impacts for the average student. Students in the INSIGHTS and atten-
tion-control groups progressed through school at nearly identical rates. They earned similar num-
bers of credits, passed roughly the same number of Regents exams, attended school at the same
frequency, and graduated at similar rates. This result confirms the fade-out pattern seen in the
middle school follow-up study.

Table 2 shows that students in both groups were equally likely to be on track at the end of ninth
grade: 51.7 percent of INSIGHTS group students compared with 51.9 percent of attention-control
group students. The proportion of students who received a New York State diploma by the end of
their expected senior year was also virtually identical —37.4 percent for INSIGHTS group students
and 37.1 percent for attention-control group students. The findings remained the same when allow-
ing one additional year to complete diploma requirements. None of the differences between the two
groups are statistically significant.

Other measures of high school progress further supported these results. Through the eleventh
grade, students in both groups earned almost the same number of credits and passed a similar
number of Regents exams at each measurement point. Attendance rates were also comparable at
roughly 81 or 82 percent, and students in both groups were held back at similar rates of about 13
percent. While about 5 percentage points fewer INSIGHTS students were placed in special educa-
tion compared with the attention-control group (29.2 percent versus 34.1 percent), this difference
was not statistically significant.
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Table 2. Estimated Impacts of INSIGHTS on High School and Postsecondary Outcomes for
the Full Sample, Based on Expected Grade Level

Attention-
INSIGHTS Control Estimated Standard
Outcome Group Group Impact Error P-Value
Academic progression and behavior during
high school
Ninth-grade on-track status (%) 51.7 51.9 -0.2 4.0 0.964
Cumulative number of credits earned
Expected grade 9 9.00 9.18 -0.19 0.54 0.733
Expected grade 10 20.31 20.38 -0.07 0.88 0.938
Expected grade 11 32.01 31.57 0.43 1.31 0.744
Cumulative number of Regents tests passed
Expected grade 9 2.06 2.32 -0.25 0.22 0.253
Expected grade 10 3.96 4.06 -0.09 0.31 0.772
Expected grade 11 587 5.65 -0.08 0.35 0.821
Average high school attendance rate (%) 81.9 80.7 1.2 1.6 0.442
Ever retained in grades 9 through 12 (%) 13.3 12.6 0.6 2.6 0.810
Ever identified for special education in
grades 9 through 12 (%) 29.2 34.1 -4.8 3.3 0.158
Receipt of a New York State high school diploma
On time? (%) 37.4 37.1 0.4 3.6 0.918
With a one-year delay (%) 46.3 48.7 -2.4 3.2 0.477
Immediate college enrollment® at
Any postsecondary institution (%) 26.2 32.2 -6.0 3.6 0.117
Four-year postsecondary institution (%) 21.2 27.3 -6.1* &8 0.084
Two-year postsecondary institution (%) 5.6 4.9 0.7 1.5 0.663

SOURCE: District records collected between 2007 and 2024 and provided by the Research Alliance for New York
City Schools.

NOTES: Outcomes are measured according to the follow-up year (the grade level a student is expected to be in).
a0n time = received a New York State high school diploma by the end of the student’s expected twelfth-grade
year (13 years after starting kindergarten in the study).

bImmediate college enrollment = postsecondary enrollment in the school year immediately following the
student’s expected high school graduation year.

Total sample size varies by outcome, ranging from 831 to 1,329.

Values for the INSIGHTS group are the simple means for each outcome. Impact values are estimated from a
hierarchical regression that controls for cohorts of random assignment and school and student level baseline
covariates. Values for the attention-control group equal the values for the INSIGHTS group minus the estimated
impacts.

Rounding may cause slight discrepancies in calculating sums and differences.

A two-tailed t-test was applied to the estimated difference. Statistical significance levels are indicated as:
*=p<0.10; * = p < 0.05; *** = p < 0.01.
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Overall, these results show that the early benefits of the program did not lead to noticeable differ-
ences by the time students reached the expected end of high school.'” This finding matches the
fade-out pattern seen in other early childhood programs and it highlights how difficult it can be to
maintain early benefits through the teenage years without continued support.’®

The only outcome that did not follow this pattern was college enrollment. Students in the INSIGHTS
group were about 6 percentage points less likely toenrollin college the year after their expected high
school graduation, at 26.2 percent compared with 32.2 percent for the attention-control group. This
difference fell just short of conventional statistical significance (p = 0.117) but was concentrated in
enrollment at four-year institutions, where the gap was 6.1 percentage points (p = 0.084). Two-year
college enrollment showed no difference between the groups. This finding is surprising because
it contradicts the program’s goals and its early success. Since no other steps in the expected high
school years showed this negative trend, the research team conducted multiple analyses to try and
explain the result. Those investigations are detailed below.

Finding 2: An Exploratory Investigation of the College Enrollment
Pattern Could Not Identify a Clear and Definitive Explanation

As mentioned earlier, the results for college enrollment are hard to explain given the rest of the
evidence. The INSIGHTS program did not show any negative effects on intermediate steps like
graduation, course credits, test scores, or attendance. In all of these areas, the two groups were
essentially the same. This raises a difficult question: How could a program from early elementary
school reduce college enrollment without negatively affecting any step along the pathway? It is
also unclear why a program that improved reading, math, and self-regulation in the early grades
would lead to a negative result 10 years later. To make sense of this, the research team investigated
three potential factors.

Could the Timing or the Impact of COVID-19 Be the Cause?

College enrollment was measured in the year right after a student’s expected on-time high school
graduation. For all three cohorts of students in the study, this window occurred after the onset of the
COVID-19 pandemic, a period of major disruption that included remote learning, economic stress,
and changes to how colleges accepted students. However, for COVID-19 to explain the negative
college enrollment pattern, it would have had to affect INSIGHTS group students differently than
it affected attention-control group students. Because both groups attended New York City public
schools in similar neighborhoods and faced the same pandemic conditions, there is no clear rea-
son to expect a differential impact. If anything, the self-regulation skills emphasized by INSIGHTS
might have helped students navigate disruption more effectively, which would work against the
pattern observed here.

As an additional check, the research team compared average outcomes across the three study
cohorts of students who experienced the pandemic at different points in their high school careers
(Technical Supplement Table S.5). If pandemic disruptions to students’ later high school years —
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when they would have typically been taking standardized tests and applying to college —were
driving the result, the negative pattern should be strongest for the first cohort, whose expected
senior year coincided with the height of the pandemic (2020-2021 school year). Instead, that cohort
showed almost no difference in college enrollment between the two groups. The negative trend
appeared in the second and third cohorts of students, whose senior years were farther away from
the pandemic’s initial disruptions. These cohort comparisons involve small numbers of schools and
should be interpreted with caution, but they provide additional evidence that COVID-19 is unlikely
to be the primary explanation.

Longer enrollment windows, which could reveal whether INSIGHTS students enrolled later rather
than not at all, could not be reliably assessed because not enough follow-up data are available for
all three groups beyond the first year.

Could the Results be Due to Who Remained in the Study or How Outcomes Were
Measured?

Over the course of 13 years, some students naturally left the New York City public school system.
If the types of students who remained in the INSIGHTS group were different from those in the
attention-control group, it could lead to incorrect conclusions. To test this, the team looked at which
grades students were in and the types of schools they attended throughout their expected high
school years.

As Figure 1 shows, the INSIGHTS and attention-control groups looked similar throughout high
school in terms of the type of schools they attended (regular public school versus charter school)
and their grade progression (at or above expected grade level versus behind grade level). At each
grade, comparable proportions of students were on track, behind grade level, enrolled in charter
schools, or discharged from the system. The only statistically significant and consistent difference
was that INSIGHTS students in charter schools were slightly more likely to be behind grade level,
but this group is small with only some 50 students.

The research team further tested impacts under several alternative sample definitions to see
whether sample composition could explain the college enrollment finding (Technical Supplement
Table S.6). First, the team examined outcomes based on students’ actual progression through high
school rather than their expected grade level. This approach measures outcomes based on the years
from when a student first enrolled in ninth grade in a New York City public high school. For exam-
ple, it defines “on-time graduation” as earning a diploma within four years of starting ninth grade,
and “immediate college enrollment” as enrolling in a college in the fifth year following ninth-grade
entry. Using this definition, the negative effect on college enrollment was even larger. INSIGHTS
group students were 10.8 percentage points less likely to go to college than attention-control group
students (p = 0.025). Again, this was mostly because fewer students enrolled in four-year colleges
(9.5 percentage points, p = 0.057). Meanwhile, there was still no significant difference in graduation
rates between the two groups.
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Figure 1. Where Were Students Enrolled at Each Expected Grade?

Expected grade 9

Percentage of students
0.0 20.0 40.0 60.0 80.0 100.0

INSIGHTS group | |

Attention-control group | I

Significant differences: charter, below grade (*); discharged (*).
Expected grade 10
Percentage of students

0.0 20.0 40.0 60.0 80.0 100.0

INSIGHTS group | |

Attention-control group

Significant differences: charter, below grade (***).

Expected grade 11

Percentage of students
0.0 20.0 40.0 60.0 80.0 100.0

INSIGHTS group | |

Attention-control group | "

Significant differences: charter, below grade (***); discharged (*).
Expected grade 12

Percentage of students
0.0 20.0 40.0 60.0 80.0 100.0

INSIGHTS group | [ ]

Attention-control group | | |

Significant differences: charter, below grade (**).
(continued)
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Figure 1 (continued)

- Non-charter, at/above grade Non-charter, below grade Charter, at/above grade

-Charter, below grade Ungraded SPED Discharged Dropped out

SOURCE: District records collected between 2007 and 2024 and provided by the Research Alliance for New York
City Schools.

NOTES: The INSIGHTS group includes 641 students. The attention-control group includes 688 students. Stacked
bars show the percentage of the full original sample (as randomized at kindergarten entry) in each category

at each expected high school grade. Categories are based on students’ enrollment records, actual grade level
relative to expected grade level, charter school status, and special education classification.

All grades reflect the grade levels students were expected to be in for a given program year. “Non-charter at/
above grade” and “Charter at/above grade” include students enrolled at or above their expected grade level.
“Below grade” categories include students enrolled below their expected grade level. “Ungraded SPED” includes
students receiving special education services who are not classified by traditional K-12 grade levels. “Discharged”
includes students who left the New York City public school system. “Dropped out” includes students with a
confirmed dropout discharge code. Percentages may not sum to exactly 100 because of rounding.

A two-tailed t-test was applied to each estimated difference. Statistical significance levels are indicated as:
*=p <0.10; * = p < 0.05; *** = p < 0.01.

Restricting the analysis to students who were actively enrolled in a New York City public school or
to students who were actively enrolled in the twelfth grade during their expected senior year did
not change the negative college enrollment pattern either. In many cases, these alternative ways of
looking at the data made the negative pattern even clearer. These results suggest that the college
enrollment findings were not caused by the timing of the data, the types of students who stayed in
the study, or whether students were held back.

Could the Schools the Students Attended in the Follow-Up Period Be Responsible?

The most theoretically grounded explanation connects to INSIGHTS’ central mechanism —good-
ness of fit between children and their environments. If INSIGHTS and attention-control group stu-
dents ended up in systematically different schools during the years after the intervention, those
environmental differences could affect long-term outcomes. Schools can differ in many ways,
including their safety climate, academic expectations, college-going culture, quality of teacher-stu-
dent relationships, and emphasis on SEL. If INSIGHTS students attended schools that were, on
average, less supportive in ways that matter for college enrollment, it could explain the results even
if INSIGHTS itself had no direct effect.

The team investigated this hypothesis using two complementary approaches. First, the team linked
student records to annual school-level learning environment measures from the New York City
School Surveys (formerly the Learning Environment Surveys) and examined whether the two groups
attended schools with different environments across eight domains, including safety and respect,
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academic expectations, teacher-student relationships, SEL practices, and college and career read-
iness culture, among others.'™

As shown in Table 3, students from both groups attended schools with broadly similar environ-
ments. Where differences did appear, they were small and scattered across domains, with no clear
or consistent pattern favoring either group. Of 50 available domain-level contrasts examined across
eight domains and seven grades, only four (8 percent) were statistically significant at the 10 percent
level —a rate consistent with what would be expected by chance alone. The significant differences
were scattered across different domains and years with no clear or consistent pattern. More detailed
analyses that broke down each domain into its individual components produced similar results: 13
of 129 estimated contrasts (about 10 percent) reached significance, again with no coherent pattern.
Most importantly, there were no consistent patterns across years in the areas most closely related
to the program’s theory of change, such as teacher-student relationships, SEL practices, and safety
and respect (Technical Supplement Table S.9). The schools’ focus on college and career readiness
also showed no consistent differences between the two groups.

Table 3. Estimated Contrasts on School Environment Survey Constructs Between INSIGHTS
Group and Attention-Control Group Students, by Domain and Expected Grade

New York City School Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade Grade
Survey Composite 6 7 8 9 10 1 12
Teacher-student relationships -0.05 -0.05 0.03 0.06 0.01 -0.03 -0.05
Social-emotional learning practices -0.06 -0.08 0.05 0.15* 0.01 -0.05 0.02
Safety and respect -0.13 -0.18* -0.10 -0.08 0.02 -0.11** -0.07
College and career readiness culture — — — 0.00 -0.08 -0.08 -0.07
Academic expectations 0.08 -0.05 0.03 0.03 -0.03 -0.04 -0.11**
Student engagement -0.07 -0.07 0.00 0.07 — — —
School leadership 0.00 0.08 0.02 0.07 0.02 -0.01 0.05
Culturally responsive practices -0.10 -0.14 -0.05 0.05 -0.04 0.02 -0.06

SOURCE: District records collected between 2007 and 2024 and provided by the Research Alliance for New York
City Schools; NYC Public Schools, NYC School Surveys, 2009-2024.

NOTES: Each cell shows the estimated difference (in standard deviation units) between the school environment
domains of schools attended by INSIGHTS students and schools attended by attention-control group students at a
given expected grade. (The domains are made up of all the subconstructs within those categories.) Positive values
indicate that INSIGHTS students attended schools with higher scores on that domain; negative values indicate
lower scores. Estimates are from a hierarchical regression that controls for cohorts of random assignment and
school-and student-level baseline covariates.

Domain composites are the mean of constituent subconstruct z-scores, subject to a 50 percent minimum item
threshold. Internal consistency was high: Cronbach’s alpha for domain-level composites and subconstructs within
domains are reported in Technical Supplement Table S.8.

A dash (—) indicates that the measure is not applicable for schools for that grade (for example, graduation rates
are not reported for middle schools), that data were not available, or that valid data were available for fewer than
50 percent of the sample for the grade.

A two-tailed t-test was applied to each estimated difference. Statistical significance levels are indicated as:
*=p<0.10; * = p < 0.05; *** = p < 0.01.
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Second, the research team examined objective school characteristics drawn from the New York City
Public Schools’ School Quality Reports (SQR).2° These reports provide annual data on New York City
public schools, including who attends the school, how students perform academically, and where
graduates go after high school. From these reports, the team selected measures in three categories
chosen for their relevance to the study’s long-term outcomes: a school’s college-going environment
(the share of graduates who enrolled in postsecondary education, the school’s college and career
preparedness index, and the school’s career and technical education designation); its academic per-
formance (graduation rates, student persistence rates, and the share of students who were overage
and under-credited); and the demographic composition of its student body (economic need, enroll-
ment size, and racial/ethnic makeup).?' Unlike the survey-based climate measures, which capture
how students and teachers experience their schools, these characteristics capture the measurable
profile of the institution itself.

As shown in Table 4, the comparison of these school characteristics produced a more mixed picture
than the survey-based analysis. Most student body composition measures showed no significant
differences: INSIGHTS and attention-control group students attended high schools of similar size
and with similar proportions of English language learners and students with individualized educa-
tion programs. However, INSIGHTS students attended schools with a modestly higher economic
need index and a somewhat lower share of White students, differences that were consistent in
direction across grades though small in magnitude.

The more notable pattern appeared in measures related to school performance and college enroll-
ment. During expected grades 9 through 11, INSIGHTS students attended high schools where
the share of graduates enrolling in postsecondary education within 6 and 18 months was roughly
3 percentage points to 5 percentage points lower than the share at schools attended by attention-
control group students. The high schools attended by INSIGHTS students also had four-year grad-
uation rates that were about 2 percentage points lower, and a somewhat larger share of students
who were overage and under-credited. These differences were statistically significant at multiple
grade levels and consistent in direction, though they narrowed somewhat by the expected senior
year.

Notably, this pattern is consistent with small differences observed at the start of the study.
Although randomization successfully created equivalent groups of students, the elementary
schools in the INSIGHTS group had a modestly higher concentration of students from low-income
families and a somewhat larger share of Black students compared with attention-control group
schools.?? These baseline differences were not statistically significant but are directionally con-
sistent with the high school-level differences documented here, suggesting that the pattern may
reflect pre-existing geographic or neighborhood sorting rather than being a consequence of the
intervention itself. Future research could investigate whether school feeder patterns or neighbor-
hood-level factors help explain how students in both groups end up in somewhat different school
environments later.
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Table 4. Estimated Differences in Selected School Characteristics Between Schools
Attended by INSIGHTS Group and Attention-Control Group Students, by Expected
High School Grade

Grade Grade Grade Grade
School Characteristics 9 10 1 12
College-going environment
College and career preparedness index -0.04 0.00 -0.02 0.02
Postsecondary enrollment rate, 6 months (%) S5 -3.6* SN -1.6
Postsecondary enrollment rate, 18 months (%) -4.1%* -3.4** -3.3*% -3.1**
Attended CTE schools (%) 2.2 3.7 3.7 3.7
School performance
Over 90% attendance rate (%) -5.4* = = —
Overage and under-credited students (%) 1.7%** 1.4%** 1.9** -0.3
Grade 9 students earning more than 10 credits (%) -0.9 -1.8 -1.7 -1.6
Average Regents score, Algebra | — — — -0.65
Average Regents score, English — — — -1.03
Four-year high school persistence rate (%) -1.7* -1.3* -1.3** -0.7
Six-year high school persistence rate (%) -1.4 -1.2* -1.3* S1.7F
Four-year graduation rate (%) -2.3* -1.8** -2.3%* -1.6*%
Six-year graduation rate (%) -2.1%* =dl G -1.7** -2.0%**
Student body composition
Enrollment -12.20 3.93 25.67 17.24
Economic need index 0.04** 0.04~ 0.04 0.03*
English language learners (%) 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.9
Students with Individualized Education Programs (%) = = 0.3 -0.1
Black, non-Hispanic (%) 5.1 4.3 3.7 3.1
Hispanic (%) -1.6 -1.0 -0.6 0.0
White, non-Hispanic (%) -3.6* -3.2*% -3.2*% -3.0*

SOURCES: District records collected between 2007 and 2024 and provided by the Research Alliance for New York
City Schools; New York City Public Schools, School Quality Reports, 2014-2015 through 2023-2024.

NOTES: CTE = Career and technical education. School characteristics are drawn from the New York City Public
Schools School Quality Reports and reflect the reported values for the school a student attended in a given year.
For students enrolled in different schools at the October and June snapshots, the two values were averaged.

Estimates are from a hierarchical regression that controls for cohorts of random assignment and school-and
student-level baseline covariates. Student composition measures (which are available for both middle and high
schools) are shown for expected grades 6 through 12. School performance and college-going measures (which are
primarily available for high schools) are shown for expected grades 9 through 12 where data permit.

A dash (—) indicates that the measure is not applicable for schools for that grade (for example, graduation rates
are not reported for middle schools); that data were not available; or that valid data were available for fewer than
50 percent of the sample for the grade.

A two-tailed t-test was applied to each estimated difference. Statistical significance levels are indicated as:
*=p<0.10; * = p < 0.05; *** = p < 0.01.
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These patterns are suggestive, but several important caveats apply. The observed differences are
small in absolute terms. A 2 percentage point to 3 percentage point difference in a school’s grad-
uation rate or a 3 percentage point to 5 percentage point difference in its college-going rate is
meaningful at the school level but difficult to connect directly to the 6 percentage point gap in the
likelihood of individual-level college enrollment between the two groups. The data underlying some
measures had substantial missing values, particularly high school-specific variables in the earlier
grades, and the analysis was limited to measures with valid data for at least half of the sample. The
team also examined a large number of school characteristics across multiple grades. Of 69 con-
trasts shown in Table 4, 32 were statistically significant at the 10 percent level, a rate that exceeds
what would be expected by chance but should still be interpreted with caution given the volume
of comparisons. Full results across all available measures and expected middle school and high
school grades are reported in Technical Supplement Table S.10.

Finally, even if INSIGHTS students did attend somewhat different high schools, it is not clear that
the intervention itself influenced later school choices. The elementary schools in the INSIGHTS
group already had modestly different demographic profiles at the start of the study, and school
sorting after elementary school is shaped by many factors, including geographic proximity, feeder
patterns between school levels, family preferences, and residential moves. The high school differ-
ences observed here may partly reflect where students started rather than being a consequence
of participating in INSIGHTS, though the possibility that the program shaped students’ or families’
orientations toward certain types of schools cannot be ruled out. Regardless of the source of these
differences, attending high schools with somewhat lower college-going rates could have contrib-
uted to the enrollment gap, but the differences are too small and uncertain to serve as a full and
definitive explanation.

What Remains Unexplained

These investigations narrowed the field of possible explanations without arriving at a definitive
answer. For COVID-19 to explain the pattern, it would have had to affect INSIGHTS students dif-
ferently than attention-control group students, which is unlikely since both groups attended New
York City public schools in similar neighborhoods and faced the same pandemic conditions. Sur-
vey-based measures of school climate showed no systematic differences between the schools the
two groups attended. Objective school characteristics told a more nuanced story: INSIGHTS stu-
dents attended high schools with modestly lower college-going and graduation rates and slightly
higher concentrations of economic disadvantage. These differences are directionally consistent
with the college enrollment finding and consistent with insignificant demographic differences
between the two groups’ elementary schools at the start of the study. However, the differences are
small, accompanied by substantial data limitations, and do not establish a causal link. It is not clear
whether they reflect pre-existing geographic or neighborhood sorting, or some influence of the
program on families’ later school choices, or both.

The negative college enrollment pattern could not be clearly attributed to COVID-19 disruptions,
differences in who remained in the study, grade retention, or systematic differences in either the
climate or characteristics of the schools students attended. The finding remained consistent, and
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in some cases grew stronger, across multiple analytical model specifications, estimation methods,
and sample definitions (see Technical Supplement Tables S.4 through S.6).

At the same time, there are several reasons to be careful when interpreting the college enrollment
finding. The 6 percentage point difference in the primary specification did not reach conventional
statistical significance. The study examined a large number of outcomes across grades, subgroups,
and specifications, and some unexpected results are inevitable when many comparisons are made.
Also, the measurement window for college enrollment captures only the first year after expected
graduation. Many students may still choose to go to college later on. Most importantly, the finding
contradicts both the program’s earlier positive effects and its theory of change: There is no logical
mechanism through which a kindergarten intervention focused on temperament awareness and
classroom fit would reduce college enrollment a decade later without affecting any outcome in
between.

For these reasons, this should be seen as a finding that deserves further investigation, not as a
cause for alarm. The analysis of school characteristics identified a thread worth pursuing —the
possibility that school sorting after elementary school, whether driven by pre-existing neighbor-
hood patterns or other factors, plays a role —but it remains only a hypothesis. Future research with
longer follow-up windows, larger samples, more detailed data on school selection processes and
career and technical education pathways, and direct measures of college decision-making could
help determine whether this pattern replicates and, if so, what drives it.

Finding 3: Subgroup Analyses Showed That Early Benefits Did Not Last
Through High School

The middle-school follow-up study identified two student groups of interest. These included stu-
dents from low-income backgrounds (defined by their baseline free or reduced-price lunch eligibil-
ity status), who showed modest academic gains and lower special education rates through eighth
grade, and students whose parents took part in the parent sessions of the program. This follow-up
study looked to see whether these groups fared better than the overall sample in high school. They
did not.

Students from low-income backgrounds did not show significant improvements in ninth-grade
on-track status, graduation, or college enrollment (see Technical Supplement Table S.11). However,
one exploratory result did show a 7.9 percentage point reduction in special education placement
during high school for this group (p-value = 0.048), which continues a trend first noticed in middle
school. This result was sensitive to how special education status was measured, so it should be
viewed with some caution.?®

Students whose parents consented to the study also showed no clear long-term benefits in high
school (see Technical Supplement Table S.12). The estimates for on-time diploma receipt favored
the INSIGHTS group by 9 percentage points, but this difference was not statistically significant
(p-value = 0.122). This result also did not persist when allowing an additional year for graduation
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and was not supported by corresponding differences in ninth-grade on-track status, credit accumu-
lation, or Regents exam passage during earlier high school years. College enrollment for this sub-
group followed the same negative direction as the full sample, though the estimates were smaller
and not statistically significant. Since more graduates should mean more students positioned to
enroll in a postsecondary institution, the disconnect between the suggestive diploma advantage
and the negative college enrollment direction suggests the graduation estimate may reflect sam-
pling variability in a smaller subgroup (N = 394) rather than a genuine program effect.

These findings reinforce the study’s main conclusion. The early benefits of the INSIGHTS program
did not last through the end of high school, even for groups that showed more promise earlier on.
The one sustained benefit observed in middle school for this subgroup —reduced special education
classification —may have continued into high school, but the evidence is not robust enough to draw
firm conclusions.

What These Findings Mean for Policy and Practice

This study provides some of the longest follow-up evidence available on an early-grade SEL inter-
vention, tracking students from kindergarten through expected high school graduation and into
the first year of postsecondary education. Because INSIGHTS is a temperament-based program
delivered in a specific urban context and compared with an attention-control reading program, the
findings should be interpreted as evidence about this particular intervention and similar early ele-
mentary approaches, not as a verdict on SEL programs broadly. With that caveat, the results offer
several insights for policymakers, school district leaders, and practitioners.

® TWO YEARS OF SEL PROGRAMMING IN THE EARLY GRADES WERE NOT ENOUGH TO CHANGE LONG-TERM
EDUCATIONAL TRAJECTORIES ON THEIR OWN. The fade-out pattern seen in this study is remarkably
consistent across different groups and outcomes. While the program was running, it produced
real gains in reading, math, and behavioral outcomes. But those gains slowly disappeared during
elementary school. By middle school, those gains were mostly gone, and they left no noticeable
mark on high school diploma receipt or college enrollment for the average student. This finding
does not mean the early gains were without value as they likely improved students’ daily lives and
classroom experiences during an important period in their development. However, the finding
does suggest that a short-term intervention in the early grades, even one that is well designed
and implemented, may not lead to longer-term changes in academic outcomes if it is not followed
by continued support.

This finding aligns with what most SEL frameworks recommend. Organizations such as the Col-
laborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning emphasize that social-emotional devel-
opment is an ongoing process that benefits from reinforcement across all grade levels.?* The
theory of change for INSIGHTS articulated plausible pathways through which early gains in
self-regulation and academic skills could cascade into longer-term benefits, but the program
itself was designed to operate in kindergarten and first grade. These results suggest that the
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early skills the program built were not sufficient on their own to carry students through the very
different demands of middle and high school without additional reinforcement. The findings
should not be read as evidence that early SEL is ineffective. Rather, these results underscore
that early investments may need to be paired with developmentally alighed programming in later
grades, particularly during key transitions, when research consistently documents declines in
motivation and engagement, to sustain their benefits over time.?®

® SCHOOLS INTERESTED IN SUSTAINING EARLY GAINS SHOULD CONSIDER ALIGNING THEIR SEL
APPROACHES ACROSS GRADES. The core idea of INSIGHTS is that children thrive when their envi-
ronment is responsive to their individual characteristics. This idea is just as important for older
students as it is for younger ones. However, the specific strategies taught in INSIGHTS were
designed for very young children. As students entered middle and high school, they encountered
settings with different expectations, structures, and social demands. Without a clear effort to
reinforce temperament-responsive practices in later grades, the skills students learned early on
may have faded, though this study lacks direct measures of social-emotional skills in the later
years to confirm whether those early gains persisted, diminished, or evolved. Districts that invest
inearly SEL programming might consider how those approaches connect to the systems students
encounter in later years, whether through transition support, teacher professional development
that spans grades, or explicit alignment of SEL goals across elementary, middle, and high school.

® THE UNEXPECTED COLLEGE ENROLLMENT FINDING WARRANTS FURTHER INVESTIGATION, NOT
CHANGES IN PRACTICE. The negative college enrollment pattern is puzzling and, despite extensive
investigation, has not been definitively explained. Exploratory analyses did reveal that INSIGHTS
students attended high schools with modestly lower college-going and graduation rates. This
pattern is directionally consistent with the enrollment gap and with demographic differences
between the two groups’ elementary schools at the start of the study, but these differences are
small and do not establish a causal link. The finding should not, at this stage, alter decisions about
whether to implement INSIGHTS or similar early SEL programs, particularly since the difference
in enrollment in the year immediately following expected graduation did not reach conventional
statistical significance in the primary specification. Future research with longer follow-up win-
dows, larger samples, more detailed data on how families choose schools and on career and
technical education pathways after elementary school, and direct measures of college decision-
making could help determine whether this pattern replicates and what drives it.

® LONG-TERM FOLLOW-UP STUDIES ARE ESSENTIAL FOR UNDERSTANDING EARLY INTERVENTIONS.
Short-term evaluations of INSIGHTS would have concluded that the program was highly effec-
tive. Only by tracking students beyond the intervention window did the fade-out pattern become
visible, and notably, signs of that pattern emerged as early as the end of elementary school. Even
follow-up studies of modest duration can reveal important information about whether early gains
persist. Extending the follow-up period through the full K-12 arc, as this study did, provided addi-
tional value by capturing high school completion and college enrollment rates. These milestones
matter greatly for students’ long-term well-being but require patience and sustained investment
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in longitudinal data infrastructure to measure. The field needs more evidence of this kind, not
less, to make informed decisions about where and how to invest in children’s development.

Looking Ahead

Thirteen years after the program began, students who participated in INSIGHTS were no more or
less likely to receive a high school diploma than their peers. The early academic advantages they
once had have faded. The unexpected college enrollment pattern raises questions that this study
could not resolve and that merit continued attention. What is clear is that the path from a promising
kindergarten program to lasting changes in academic trajectories is long and complex, and extends
beyond the reach of any single intervention. Supporting students across that full trajectory, not
just at its beginning, remains the central challenge for educators and policymakers committed to
closing opportunity gaps.
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