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Rapid Guessing and Social-Emotional and Behavioral 
Learning Needs: An NeMTSS Research Brief 
 
Key Points: 
 

• Rapid guessing is a behavior exhibited by test takers in which they respond to a 
question so quickly that it is not possible they have fully understood the content of the 
question (Wise & Kong, 2005). Response-time effort (RTE) is a way to assess the 
proportion of items on a measure that are rapidly guessed versus those who which are 
adequately assessed and answered. 
 

• Rapid guessing has become a popular measurement for assessing student test 
engagement (Soland & Kuhfeld, 2019) on district and statewide assessments. 

 
• There is research to suggest that social-emotional factors, such as self-management 

and self-efficacy, are related to rapid guessing (Soland, Jensen, Keys, Bi, & Wolk, 
2019). 

 
• Students who engage in rapid guessing may be at risk for low self-management, 

motivation, and academic self-efficacy (Soland & Jensen, 2017). Therefore, RTE data 
may identify students who need additional SEL supports or interventions to avoid 
dropout (Soland & Jensen, 2017). However, it is recommended that this data be used in 
conjunction with additional measures of SEL. 

 
Social and Emotional Learning  
 

Social and emotional learning can be described as a variety of skills including managing 
and maintaining relationships, responsible decision-making, managing emotions, clear 
communication, problem-solving, self-management, and self-awareness ("What is SEL?”, n.d.). 
Social and emotional learning is an integral part of development and is critical within the 
educational context. This form of learning allows young people to develop and apply self- 
regulation, emotional, and relationship skills in their schools and communities ("Benefits of 
SEL”, n.d.).  

Research on SEL has indicated that healthy development of these skills can lead to 
positive academic and life outcomes. In a meta-analysis conducted by Taylor, Oberle, & 
Weissberg (2017) students who received SEL interventions fared better than same-aged peers 
in social-emotional skills, attitudes, and well-being indicators. Social and emotional learning 
interventions have also been positively related to academic achievement in some cases, with 
small-to-medium-sized improvements in math and literacy (McClelland, Tominey, Schmitt, & 
Duncan, 2017). Jones, Greenberg, and Crowley (2015) found that early social-emotional skills 
were key indicators of educational, employment, mental health, criminal justice system 
involvement, and substance use outcomes. 
 
Rapid Guessing Behavior  
  

As the number of district and statewide assessments has increased, so has the need for 
understanding students’ level of test engagement and other factors that may influence a 
students’ test scores and the interpretation of such scores. Rapid guessing has become a 
popular measurement for assessing student test engagement (Soland & Kuhfeld, 2019). Test 
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engagement or disengagement is often measured using behaviors such as “rapid guessing” or 
response-time effort (Wise, 2015; Wise & Kong, 2005).  

Rapid guessing is a behavior exhibited by test takers in which they respond to a 
question so quickly that it is not possible they have fully understood the content of the question 
(Wise & Kong, 2005). On the other hand, response-time effort (RTE) is the proportion of items 
on a test that the student did not randomly guess. Response-time effort has been validated as a 
measure of test-taking engagement (Wise, 2015).  

Beyond test-taking engagement, there is evidence to suggest that rapid-guessing can be 
used as an indicator of self-management (Soland, Jensen, Keys, Bi, & Wolk, 2019). Soland et 
al. (2019) found that social-emotional factors, such as self-management and self-efficacy, were 
related to rapid guessing behavior. Soland and Kuhfield (2019) found that repeated rapid 
guessing was related to self-management and academic self-efficacy. 
  

Response-Time Effort and SEL  
  

Response-time effort may be useful as an indicator of a student’s level of self- 
management (Soland & Jensen, 2017). Soland and Jensen suggested multiple applications for 
using RTE as a measure of self-management within an SEL context. The first application of 
RTE is in conjunction with other formal academic or achievement assessments that take place 
within the academic school year. Combined with formative assessment scores, RTE data can 
provide additional information that can be used to identify students who need additional support 
or intervention with self-management strategies (Soland & Jensen, 2017).  

The second application of RTE is as an early indicator of students who may drop out of 
school (Soland & Jensen, 2017). Students with low self-management may also have difficulties 
with low academic self-efficacy.Students with low academic self-efficacy may also be less 
motivated in an academic context (Bandura, 1997). Students with lower motivation may be less 
engaged in the classroom and on formative assessments, may fail to complete coursework, be 
less prepared for class, have lower rates of attendance, drop out, or be at risk for dropping out. 
Therefore, it is critical that some interventions be put in place to keep students on track to 
graduate (Soland & Jensen, 2017).  
  

Implications for Practice  
  

Students who engage in rapid guessing may be at risk for low self-management, 
motivation, and academic self-efficacy (Soland & Jensen, 2017). Response-time effort is a way 
to assess the proportion of items on a measure that are rapidly guessed versus those who 
which are adequately assessed and answered. RTE has a useful measure of test engagement 
but may also have utility as a measure of SEL competencies such as self-management or an 
indicator of low academic motivation. Low self-management may result in behaviors such as 
unpreparedness in the classroom or failure to complete assignments. Low academic motivation 
has been linked to behaviors such as course failure, suspensions, expulsions, and 
absenteeism, which are early indicators of dropping out of school before completion. Therefore, 
RTE data may identify students who need additional SEL supports or interventions to avoid 
dropout (Soland & Jensen, 2017). It should be noted, however, that research on using RTE data 
as an SEL indicator is limited and these data ought to be used in conjunction with additional 
measures of SEL. 

 
 
 
 



 4 

     References 
 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning. (n.d.). Benefits of SEL. 

https://casel.org/what-is-sel/ 
 
Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning. (n.d.). What is SEL?. 

https://casel.org/what-is-sel/ 
 
Jones, D. E., Greenberg, M., & Crowley, M. (2015). Early social-emotional functioning and 

public health: The relationship between kindergarten social competence and future 
wellness. American Journal of Public Health, 104(11), 2283-2290. 
https://www.doi.org/10.2105/ajph.2015.302630 

 
McClelland, M. M., Tominey, S. L., Schmitt, S. A., & Duncan, R. (2017). SEL interventions in 

early childhood. The Future of Children, 27(1), 33-47. 
 
Soland, J. & Kuhfeld, M. (2019). Do students rapidly guess repeatedly over time? A 

longitudinal analysis of student test disengagement, background, and attitudes. 
Educational Assessment, 24(4), 327-342. 
https://www.doi.org/10.1080/10627197.2019.1645592 

 
Soland, J. & Jensen, N. (2017). Using student assessment engagement as a measure of 

student SEL and school engagement. Northwest Evaluation Association. 
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED587564.pdf 

 
Soland, J., Jensen, N. Keys, T. D., Bi, S. Z., & Wolk, E. (2019) Are test and academic 

disengagement related? Implications for measurement and practice. Educational 
Assessment, 24(2),119-134. https://www.doi.org/10.1080/10627197.2019.1575723 

 
Taylor, R. D., Oberle, E., Durlak, J. A., & Weissberg, R. P. (2017). Promoting positive youth 

development through school-based social and emotional learning interventions: A meta- 
analysis of follow-up effects. Child Development, 88(4), 1156–1171. 
https://www.doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12864 

 
Wise, S. L. (2015). Effort analysis: Individual score validation of achievement test data. Applied 

Measurement in Education, 28(3), 237-252. 
https://www.doi.org/10.1080/08957347.2015.1042155 

 
Wise S. L. & Kong, X. (2005) Response Time Effort: A new measure of examinee motivation in 

computer-based tests. Applied Measurement in Education, 18(2), 163-183. 
https://www.doi.org/10.1207/s15324818ame1802_2 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 5 

Recommended Citation:  
 
Overfield, R. & Witte, A. L. (2020). Rapid Guessing and Social-Emotional and Behavioral 

Learning Needs: An NeMTSS Research Brief. Nebraska Multi-tiered System of Support 
(NeMTSS). 

 
Authorship Information:  
 
Rebecca Overfield, M.A.  
School Psychology Doctoral Student  
Graduate Research Assistant  
Nebraska Center for Research on Children, Youth, Families, and Schools  
University of Nebraska–Lincoln  
rebecca.wright@huskers.unl.edu 


