
ACT Research | Technical Brief | December 2023 1 

  

Social and Emotional Skills Predict 
Postsecondary Enrollment and Retention 
Kate E. Walton, Jeff Allen, Maxwell J. Box, Jeremy Burrus, and Dana Murano 

Social and emotional (SE) skills are known to be linked with many important life outcomes, 
including academic performance (Mammadov, 2021), performance on standardized college 
entrance exams (Anguiano-Carrasco et al., 2022), and college enrollment (Jackson et al., 
2021). However, longitudinal research on postsecondary enrollment and retention is limited. In 
the current study, we evaluated whether the five SE skills measured with the MosaicTM by ACT®: 
Social Emotional Learning Assessment (Sustaining Effort, Getting Along with Others, 
Maintaining Composure, Keeping an Open Mind, and Social Connection; ACT, 2021) predict 
postsecondary enrollment and retention above and beyond household income, high school 
grade point average (GPA), and Composite score on the ACT® test (see Walton et al., 2023, for 
the full-length report). 

The following data points were available for 6,662 individuals: SE skill data collected in ninth 
through 12th grades, household income, high school GPA, ACT Composite score, and college 
enrollment status in the 2 years following high school graduation (enrolled 1 year after high 
school graduation, enrolled 2 years after high school graduation, and remained in college both 
Years 1 and 2). Analyses of data revealed the following key findings. 

Enrollment

• Sustaining Effort and Getting Along with Others were significant predictors of Year 1
college enrollment, and Getting Along with Others and Keeping an Open Mind were
significant predictors of Year 2 enrollment, even when we controlled for parental income,
high school GPA, and ACT scores.

• Sustaining Effort was a stronger predictor of Year 1 enrollment than household income
was.

• Getting Along with Others and Keeping an Open Mind were stronger predictors of Year 2
enrollment than household income was.

Figure 1 shows the percentage of students in each quartile of the Sustaining Effort skill who 
were enrolled 1 year after high school. 
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Figure 1. Student Year 1 College Enrollment Status by Sustaining Effort per Quartile

Retention

• Getting Along with Others and Keeping an Open Mind were significant predictors of
Year 1–Year 2 retention, even when we controlled for parental income, high school
GPA, and ACT scores.

• Getting Along with Others and Keeping an Open Mind were stronger predictors of
Year 1–Year 2 retention than household income was.

• When we controlled for household income, high school GPA, and ACT scores, an
increase of 1 standard deviation in Getting Along with Others was associated with a 19%
increase in the odds of retention from Year 1 to Year 2 (see Figure 2).

Figure 2. Odds of Retention by Getting Along with Others Score

Conclusion
Given that higher levels of educational attainment are linked to greater chances of employment 
(Groot & van den Brink, 2007), higher earnings (Irwin et al., 2022), and better health (Furnée et 
al., 2008), it is critical to consider factors that influence students’ educational paths, particularly 
those that are malleable, such as SE skills. This study provides evidence that SE skills 
measured in high school predict postsecondary enrollment and retention. Resources geared 
toward SE skill development can help educators prepare students for success in postsecondary 
education.
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