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Academic Review of Non-Cognitive Skills Outcomes 

For many decades the prediction of academic success has been widely attributed to cognitive 

factors such as intelligence and academic abilities. However, in recent years researchers have 

recognised that non-cognitive factors and skills play a crucial role in educational success and 

achievement. Researchers now firmly believe that non-cognitive factors and skills are equally 

or even more important than cognitive aspects in educative process and employment 

potential. Studies across the fields of education, economics, and psychology indicate that 

non-cognitive skills also predict a variety of further outcomes, including employment, 

financial stability, criminal behaviour, and health. Overall, when identifying the personal 

qualities required for functioning well in the 21st century, the role of non-cognitive factors is 

now often highlighted in academic discourse. This document represents an insight into (1) the 

relevant theory concerning the link between non-cognitive skills and outcomes, (2) evidence 

of non-cognitive skills improving academic outcomes, and (3) evidence of non-cognitive 

skills improving further, non-academic life outcomes. 

1. Theory behind the link between non-cognitive skills and academic 

and life outcomes 

Please note: to view some academic articles in full will require institutional access 

• Garcia, 2016: The Need to Address Non-cognitive Skills in the Education Policy 

Agenda: The chapter reviews what is known about the non-cognitive skills, what they 

are, why they are important and how these affect the educational process. Some of the 

skills listed are critical thinking, problem solving, social, and emotional health. Other 

skills include self-control, self-regulation, persistence, academic confidence, team 

work, organisational and communication skills. The chapter proposes some guidelines 

for how to design educational policy that can nurture the non-cognitive skills in 

classrooms. The notion of educated person was highlighted and suggested that 

educational policies must establish the strategies to help individuals to become fully 

educated. 

 

• Sanchez-Ruiz et al., 2016: Non-Cognitive Variables and Academic Achievement: The 

Role of General and Academic Self-Efficacy and Trait Emotional Intelligence: This 

study focuses on self-efficacy constructs such as academic and emotional self-

efficacy, highlighting the relationship between self-efficacy and academic 

performance, and discusses the issues related to measurement of variables, research 

designs and statistical methods. The authors pointed out the lack of cross-cultural 

research in this area and divergence effects of cultural differences. 

 

• Petway, Brenneman, & Kyllonen, 2016: Connecting noncognitive development to the 

educational pipeline: This piece describes how non-cognitive skills such as social 

awareness, resilience, self-confidence, self-management and motivation are important 

for successful transition through the educational pipeline. They suggested that the 

development of such skills early, starting from childhood to adolescence could help in 

their success in schools and beyond. 

https://brill.com/view/book/edcoll/9789463005913/BP000004.xml
https://brill.com/view/book/edcoll/9789463005913/BP000005.xml
https://brill.com/view/book/edcoll/9789463005913/BP000003.xml
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2. Evidence of non-cognitive skills improving academic outcomes 

• Poropat, 2009: A meta-analysis of the five-factor model of personality and academic 

performance: Based on the 5-factor model, in which cumulative sample sizes ranged 

to over 70,000. Most analyzed studies came from the tertiary level of education, but 

there were similar aggregate samples from secondary and tertiary education. 

Academic performance was found to correlate significantly with Agreeableness, 

Conscientiousness, and Openness. Where tested, correlations between 

Conscientiousness and academic performance were largely independent of 

intelligence. When secondary academic performance was controlled for, 

Conscientiousness added as much to the prediction of tertiary academic performance 

as did intelligence. 

 

• Taylor et al., 2017: Promoting Positive Youth Development Through School‐Based 

Social and Emotional Learning Interventions: A Meta‐Analysis of Follow‐Up Effects: 

3.5 years after the last intervention the academic performance of students exposed to 

SEL programs was an average 13 percentile points higher than their non-SEL peers, 

based on the eight studies that measured academic performance. “Although based on 

only eight studies, these long-term academic outcomes are notable.”  

 

• ·Stankov & Lee, 2014: Confidence: the best non-cognitive predictor of academic 

achievement?: The piece summarizes the empirical findings on noncognitive 

influences on academic achievement based on the international data from PISA and 

Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS). The authors noted 

that over 200 noncognitive constructs were measured in these international 

benchmarking tests and examined the strength of their correlations with achievement. 

They found that one of the non-cognitive measures, confidence proved to be the best 

predictor of achievement at both individual level and country level. 

 

• Hamilton Bailey & Philips, 2015: The influence of motivation and adaptation on 

students’ subjective well-being, meaning in life and academic performance: Explored 

relationships btw motivation, university adaptation and indicators of mental health 

and well-being and academic performance of 184 first-year university students (73% 

female, mean age = 19.3 years). As expected, intrinsic motivation was associated with 

greater subjective well-being, meaning in life and academic performance. 

 

• St Clair-Thompson & Mcgeown, 2016: Mental Toughness: Correlates with 

Educational Outcomes.: The authors indicated the conceptual similarities and the 

links between mental toughness and other non-cognitive factors such as resilience, 

buoyancy, perseverance, self-efficacy, confidence, motivation and personality. The 

chapter presents some of the studies recently conducted among undergraduate 

students, children and adolescents. Findings suggested that interventions aimed at 

enhancing mental toughness have potential effects on attendance, attainment and 

psychological well-being among students. The authors proposed some research 

possibilities on mental toughness and the link to academic attainment, test anxiety, 

academic stress and peer relationships. 

 

https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2Fa0014996
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/cdev.12864
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/01443410.2013.814194
https://selfdeterminationtheory.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/The-influence-of-motivation-and-adaptation-on-students----subjective-well-being-meaning-in-life-and-academic-performance.pdf
https://brill.com/view/book/edcoll/9789463005913/BP000016.xml
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3. Evidence of non-cognitive skills improving life outcomes 

• 2011 meta-analysis of 213 SEL programs: “SEL programs yielded significant positive 

effects on targeted social-emotional competencies and attitudes about self, others, and 

school. They also enhanced students’ behavioural adjustment in the form of increased 

prosocial behaviours and reduced conduct and internalizing problems”. 

 

• 2017 meta-analysis of 82 different interventions, more than 97,000 K-12 students: 

“Conduct problems, emotional distress, and drug use were all significantly lower for 

students exposed to SEL programs, and development of social and emotional skills 

and positive attitudes toward self, others, and school was higher”. 

 

• Belfield et al., 2015: The Economic Value of Social and Emotional Learning: This 

report reveals, on average, that every dollar invested in SEL programming yields $11 

in long-term benefits. These benefits include reduced juvenile crime, higher lifetime 

earnings, and better mental and physical health. 

 

• American Enterprise Institute + Brookings Institution, 2015: SEL competencies are 

critically important for the long-term success of all students in today’s economy. A 

bipartisan 2015 report recommends several steps to scale up high-quality, evidence 

based SEL programs as a core component of children’s education.  

 

• Jones, Greenberg & Crowley, 2015. American Journal of Public Health: There are 

statistically significant associations between SEL skills in kindergarten and key 

outcomes for young adults years later. SEL decreased the likelihood of living in or 

being on a waiting list for public housing, receiving public assistance, having any 

involvement with police before adulthood, and ever spending time in a detention 

facility. 

 

• Gutman & Schoon, 2016: A synthesis of causal evidence linking non-cognitive skills 

to later outcomes for children and adolescents: From Institute of Education at UCL - 

synthesized the causal evidence linking non-cog skills to later outcomes in children 

and adolescents. The authors noted that noncognitive skills is an umbrella term and 

generally refer to attitudes, behaviors and strategies that can lead to success in school 

and at work. These skills include motivation, perseverance and self-control. They 

examined the experimental evidence on set of non-cognitive skills including self-

perception and self-concept of ability, motivation, perseverance, engagement, grit, 

and self-control. The authors concluded that many of the non-cognitive skills are 

interlinked and the enhancement of one of the skills without improvement of the 

others may not lead to lasting changes in students’ lives 

 

 

http://www.casel.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/meta-analysis-child-development-1.pdf
https://srcd.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/cdev.12864
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/rulesforengagement/SEL-Revised.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Full-Report.pdf
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2015.302630
https://brill.com/view/book/edcoll/9789463005913/BP000010.xml

