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Where to Place Demographic Items in a 
Social and Emotional Skills Assessment

Kate E. Walton, PhD, and Jeremy Burrus, PhD

There is ample discussion in the literature concerning the ideal placement of 
demographic questions in survey research. Many argue that demographic questions 
should not be placed at the start of the survey because doing so can deter respondents 
and decrease response rates (Stoutenbourgh 2008). In addition, asking individuals 
about their demographic characteristics at the end of a survey may be preferable 
because if asked at the start, individuals’ subsequent performance or responses could 
be impacted (Gehlbach and Artino 2018). This has been documented in the area of 
cognitive testing in lab settings. Research shows that activating a stereotype can elicit 
behavior that is consistent with the activated stereotype (Steele and Aronson 1995). For 
example, priming women prior to a math test may activate the stereotype that women 
are relatively bad at math, thereby handicapping their performance (Spencer, Steele, 
and Quinn 1999). Notably, however, this effect seems to be limited to lab studies and 
is not an issue in real-world, high-stakes testing settings (Shewach, Sackett, and Quint 
2019). 

Little research has been done in areas related to social and emotional learning to 
confirm the hypothesis that making participants’ demographic characteristics salient 
activates stereotype threats, which then impact item responses (Gehlbach and Artino 
2018). In two studies outside the area of cognitive testing, one examining employees’ 
ratings of workplace characteristics (Teclaw, Price, and Osatuke 2012) and one 
examining individuals’ reporting of socially desirable behavior (Frick, Bächtiger, and 
Reips 1999), no mean-level differences were observed between responses given 
subsequent to versus prior to demographic questions. This suggests that placing 
demographic questions at the beginning of a survey does not impact responses.  

In the current study, we extended this research to specifically examine whether placing 
demographic questions at the beginning of a survey impacts student responses to a 
social and emotional skills assessment. 
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Key Findings
• Overall, we conclude that placing demographic questions at the start of a social 

and emotional skill assessment does not affect the nature of participant responses.

• Regardless of one’s race, priming individuals with race had no effect on their social 
and emotional skill scores, and there was no indication that any stereotypes about 
their race were activated. 

• Regardless of one’s gender, priming individuals with gender had no effect on their 
social and emotional skill scores, and there was no indication that any stereotypes 
about their gender were activated. 

• Priming individuals with their academic performance had no effect on their 
social and emotional skill scores, and there was no indication that any related 
stereotypes were activated.

Method
Participants were students who took the ACT® test on the national testing date 
in December 2019 and responded to an invitation to participate in research after 
completing the ACT. Participants were removed from the data file if they were missing 
two or more social and emotional skill items or if they had zero variance on these 
items, suggesting careless responding (n = 278).¹ The final sample reported on 
here includes 1,789 students. Demographic information was obtained from the ACT 
registration file. Race/ethnicity (hereafter referred to simply as race) was unknown for 
some students, and the sample sizes of some racial groups were too small to make 
meaningful comparisons, so not all groups were included in analyses concerning 
race. Included in the analyses below are Black/African American (n = 181), White (n 
= 1,097), Hispanic/Latino (n = 195), and Asian (n = 110) students, as well as students 
who identified as two or more races (n = 89). Male (n = 482) and female (n = 1,247) 
students were also compared. The 60 students who identified as something other 
than male or female or whose gender was unknown were not included in analyses 
pertaining to gender, given that they would constitute a small and heterogeneous 
group, rendering our dichotomous gender comparison noncomprehensive.

Students completed the survey in Qualtrics and were randomly assigned to one of five 
conditions:

1. report race at the start of the survey, 

2. report gender at the start of the survey, 

3. report race and gender at the start of the survey, 

4. report GPA at the start of the survey, or 

5. report no demographic information. 

For analyses reported below, when race priming was the independent variable, groups 
1 and 3 were combined and contrasted with groups 2, 4, and 5 combined. When 
gender priming was the independent variable, groups 2 and 3 were combined and 
contrasted with groups 1, 4, and 5 combined.²
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The students completed Likert measures of six social and emotional skills including 
Sustaining Effort, Getting Along with Others, Maintaining Composure, Keeping an 
Open Mind, Social Connection (ACT 2020), and Growth Mindset (Dweck 1999), as 
well as items designed to gauge the extent to which stereotype threats were activated. 
Activation of stereotype threat was evaluated with two Likert measures assessing 
feelings of during-survey anxiety and cognitive load (Hart and Staveland 1988) and 
single questions about the extent to which the respondent was thinking about his or her 
race (or gender) while answering questions in the survey and how the respondent felt 
about his or her race (or gender) while answering questions in the survey. 

Analyses and Results 
To determine whether priming race or gender had an effect on social and emotional skill 
responses and whether this varied according to racial or gender group, we carried out 
two-way MANOVAs. For completeness, we report the main effects for race and gender 
here, but, given that that was not central to our research questions, we do not elaborate 
on those findings. We carried out a second two-way MANOVA with the stereotype threat 
activation items as the dependent variables. In addition to examining effects of priming 
race and gender, we carried out one-way MANOVAs to examine the effect of priming 
academic performance, specifically GPA. All findings are reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Effects of Priming Demographic Characteristics on Social and Emotional Skill Scores and 
Stereotype Threat Activation

Wilks’ Λ F df p
Race / Social and Emotional Skills
Race .96 2.79 24, 5328 .00
Race Primed Condition 1.00 .80 6, 1527 .57
Interaction .98 1.03 24, 5328 .43
Race / Stereotype Threat Activation
Race .91 8.63 16, 4195 .00
Race Primed Condition 1.00 1.16 4, 1373 .33
Interaction .98 1.53 16, 4195 .08
Gender / Social and Emotional Skills
Gender .93 19.23 6, 1584 .00
Gender Primed Condition 1.00 .86 6, 1584 .52
Interaction 1.00 .90 6, 1584 .49
Gender / Stereotype Threat Activation
Gender .99 4.17 4, 1423 .00
Gender Primed Condition 1.00 .78 4, 1423 .54
Interaction 1.00 .22 4, 1423 .93
GPA / Social and Emotional Skills
GPA Primed Condition 1.00 1.35 6, 1644 .23
GPA / Stereotype Threat Activation
GPA Primed Condition 1.00 .30 2, 1483 .74

Note. Some df were non-integers and were rounded to the nearest whole number.
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Discussion and Conclusions
A number of arguments have been put forward for and against placing demographic 
items at the start of surveys, though no studies to date have specifically examined 
whether responding to demographic items activates stereotype threats, which in turn 
impact responses to social and emotional learning assessments. Determining the 
effects of demographic item placement is important to ensure that participation rates 
and responses are not compromised. Gathering demographic information is vital for 
describing the study sample in order to evaluate generalizability. Moreover, often, the 
demographic variables themselves are key study variables—for instance, in cases of 
examining subgroup differences. Therefore, it would be advantageous to collect these 
data early in the study provided it does not jeopardize data quality.

In the current study, there were no significant main effects for any of the experimental 
conditions. Likewise, there were no significant interactions. That is, priming individuals 
with race or gender had no effect on their social and emotional skill scores, and there 
was no indication that any stereotypes about their race or gender were activated. This 
was true regardless of a respondent’s race or gender. Priming individuals with their 
academic performance had no effect on their social and emotional skill scores, and there 
was no indication that any related stereotypes were activated. Thus, we conclude that 
placing demographic questions at the start of a social and emotional skill assessment 
does not affect the nature of participant responses.
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1. We assessed whether placement of demographic items had an impact on participants’ 
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condition and dropout, χ²(4) = .32, p = .99.

2. Results were unchanged when examining each individual experimental group (i.e., groups 
1, 2, 3, and 4) vs. the control group (i.e., group 5), indicating no confounding of the prime.  

Kate E. Walton, PhD 
Kate Walton is a principal research scientist in ACT’s Center for Social, Emotional, 
and Academic Learning. Prior to joining ACT in 2017, she was Associate Professor 
of Psychology at St. John’s University. She is interested in social and emotional skill 
assessment and development.

Jeremy Burrus, PhD
Jeremy Burrus is the senior director of ACT’s Center for Social, Emotional, and Academic 
Learning (SEAL). Before coming to ACT, he was a principal research scientist at ProExam’s 
Center for Innovative Assessments, and prior to that he was a research scientist at 
Educational Testing Service. He graduated with a PhD in Social Psychology from the 
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign in 2006, and was a post-doctoral research scholar 
at Columbia Business School in New York City from 2006-2008. 

ACT Research & Policy | Issue Brief | November 2020 5





[image: CommonLook Logo]CommonlLook








CommonLook PDF Compliance Report



Generated by CommonLook®PDF



Name of Verified File:



R1861layout_R1.pdf



Date Verified:



Thursday, November 19, 2020



Results Summary:



Number of Pages: 5



Total number of tests requested: 45



Total of Failed statuses: 0



Total of Warning statuses: 0



Total of Passed statuses: 39



Total of User Verify statuses: 0



Total of Not Applicable statuses: 24



Structural Results



Structural Results





  

  

    		Index

    		Checkpoint

    		Status

    		Reason

    		Comments



  




Accessibility Results





Section 508





  

  

    		Index

    		Checkpoint

    		Status

    		Reason

    		Comments



  




  

  

WCAG 2.0 AA (Revised Section 508 - 2017)



 		Serial		Page No.		Element Path		Checkpoint Name		Test Name		Status		Reason		Comments

		1		5,1		Tags->0->0->8,Tags->0->0->6->3		Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Figures		Passed		Please verify that Alt of "ACT logo" is appropriate for the highlighted element.		Verification result set by user.

		2		1		Tags->0->0->6->0		Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Figures		Passed		Please verify that Alt of "creative commons attribution non commercial 4.0 international license" is appropriate for the highlighted element.		Verification result set by user.

		3						Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Formulas		Not Applicable		No Formula tags were detected in this document.		

		4		1		Tags->0->0->6->4->0		Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Links		Passed		Please verify that Alt of "act.org/research" is appropriate for the highlighted element.		Verification result set by user.

		5		1		Tags->0->0->6->4->0->1		Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Links		Passed		Please verify that Contents of "act.org/research" is appropriate for the highlighted element.		Verification result set by user.

		6						Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Forms		Not Applicable		No Form Fields were detected in this document.		

		7						Guideline 1.1 Provide text alternatives for all non-text content		Alternative Representation for Other Annotations		Not Applicable		No other annotations were detected in this document.		

		8						Guideline 1.2 Provide synchronized alternatives for multimedia.		Captions 		Not Applicable		No multimedia elements were detected in this document.		

		9						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Form Annotations - Valid Tagging		Not Applicable		No Form Annotations were detected in this document.		

		10						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Lbl - Valid Parent		Not Applicable		No Lbl elements were detected in this document.		

		11						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		LBody - Valid Parent		Not Applicable		No LBody elements were detected in this document.		

		12						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Link Annotations		Passed		All tagged Link annotations are tagged in Link or Reference tags.		

		13						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Links		Passed		All Link tags contain at least one Link annotation.		

		14						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		List Item		Not Applicable		No List Items were detected in this document.		

		15						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		List		Not Applicable		No List elements were detected in this document.		

		16						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Other Annotations - Valid Tagging		Not Applicable		No Annotations (other than Links and Widgets) were detected in this document.		

		17						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		RP, RT and RB - Valid Parent		Not Applicable		No RP, RB or RT elements were detected in this document.		

		18						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Correct Structure - Ruby		Not Applicable		No Ruby elements were detected in this document.		

		19						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Table Cells		Passed		All Table Data Cells and Header Cells passed		

		20						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		THead, TBody and TFoot		Not Applicable		No THead, TFoot, or TBody elements were detected in this document.		

		21						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Table Rows		Passed		All Table Rows passed.		

		22						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Table		Passed		All Table elements passed.		

		23						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Correct Structure - Warichu		Not Applicable		No Warichu elements were detected in this document.		

		24						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Correct Structure - WT and WP		Not Applicable		No WP or WT elements were detected in the document		

		25						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Heading Levels		Passed		All Headings are nested correctly		

		26						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		ListNumbering		Not Applicable		No List elements were detected in this document.		

		27						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Header Cells		Passed		All table cells have headers associated with them.		

		28		3		Tags->0->0->6->24		Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Summary attribute		Passed		Table doesn't define the Summary attribute.		Verification result set by user.

		29						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Scope attribute		Passed		All TH elements define the Scope attribute.		

		30		1,2,3,4,5		Artifacts->0->0,Artifacts->0->0,Artifacts->1->0,Artifacts->0->0,Artifacts->2->0		Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Meaningful Sequence		Passed		An untagged FormXObject element has been detected in this document. CommonLook has automatically placed those in an Artifact.		Verification result set by user.

		31		3		Artifacts->0->0,Artifacts->0->1,Artifacts->0->2,Artifacts->0->3,Artifacts->0->4,Artifacts->0->5,Artifacts->0->6		Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Meaningful Sequence		Passed		An untagged Path element has been detected in this document. CommonLook has automatically placed those in an Artifact.		Verification result set by user.

		32						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Article Threads		Not Applicable		No Article threads were detected in the document		

		33						Guideline 1.3 Create content that can be presented in different ways		Tabs Key		Passed		All pages that contain annotations have tabbing order set to follow the logical structure.		

		34				Doc		Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Format, layout and color		Passed		Make sure that no information is conveyed by contrast, color, format or layout, or some combination thereof while the content is not tagged to reflect all meaning conveyed by the use of contrast, color, format or layout, or some combination thereof.		Verification result set by user.

		35				Doc		Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Minimum Contrast		Passed		Please ensure that the visual presentation of text and images of text has a contrast ratio of at least 4.5:1, except for Large text and images of large-scale text where it should have a contrast ratio of at least 3:1, or incidental content or logos

		Verification result set by user.

		36						Guideline 1.4 Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.		Images of text - OCR		Not Applicable		No raster-based images were detected in this document.		

		37						Guideline 2.1 Make all functionality operable via a keyboard interface		Server-side image maps		Passed		No Server-side image maps were detected in this document (Links with IsMap set to true).		

		38						Guideline 2.2 Provide users enough time to read and use content		Timing Adjustable		Not Applicable		No elements that could require a timed response found in this document.		

		39						Guideline 2.3 Do not design content in a way that is known to cause seizures		Three Flashes or Below Threshold		Not Applicable		No elements that could cause flicker were detected in this document.		

		40						Guideline 2.4 Provide ways to help users navigate, find content, and determine where they are		Headings defined		Passed		Headings have been defined for this document.		

		41						Guideline 2.4 Provide ways to help users navigate, find content, and determine where they are		Outlines (Bookmarks)		Not Applicable		Document contains less than 9 pages.		

		42				MetaData		Guideline 2.4 Provide ways to help users navigate, find content, and determine where they are		Metadata - Title and Viewer Preferences		Passed		Please verify that a document title of Where to Place Demographic Items in a Social and Emotional Skills Assessment is appropriate for this document.		Verification result set by user.

		43				MetaData		Guideline 3.1 Make text content readable and understandable.		Language specified		Passed		Please ensure that the specified language (en-US) is appropriate for the document.		Verification result set by user.

		44				Pages->0		Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Header/Footer pagination artifacts		Passed		Page 1 contains content but does not define header or footer pagination artifacts. Please confirm this is correct.		Verification result set by user.

		45				Pages->1		Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Header/Footer pagination artifacts		Passed		Page 2 contains content but does not define header or footer pagination artifacts. Please confirm this is correct.		Verification result set by user.

		46				Pages->2		Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Header/Footer pagination artifacts		Passed		Page 3 contains content but does not define header or footer pagination artifacts. Please confirm this is correct.		Verification result set by user.

		47				Pages->3		Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Header/Footer pagination artifacts		Passed		Page 4 contains content but does not define header or footer pagination artifacts. Please confirm this is correct.		Verification result set by user.

		48				Pages->4		Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Header/Footer pagination artifacts		Passed		Page 5 contains content but does not define header or footer pagination artifacts. Please confirm this is correct.		Verification result set by user.

		49						Guideline 3.2 Make Web pages appear and operate in predictable ways		Change of context		Passed		No actions are triggered when any element receives focus		

		50						Guideline 3.3 Help users avoid and correct mistakes		Required fields		Not Applicable		No Form Fields were detected in this document.		

		51						Guideline 3.3 Help users avoid and correct mistakes		Form fields value validation		Not Applicable		No form fields that may require validation detected in this document.		

		52						Guideline 4.1 Maximize compatibility with current and future user agents, including assistive technologies		4.1.2 Name, Role, Value		Not Applicable		No user interface components were detected in this document.		






  

  

PDF/UA 1.0





  

  

    		Index

    		Checkpoint

    		Status

    		Reason

    		Comments



  






HHS





  

  

    		Index

    		Checkpoint

    		Status

    		Reason

    		Comments



  






    HHS (2018 regulations)



    

        

            

                		Index

                		Checkpoint

                		Status

                		Reason

                		Comments

            



        

    






    



    WCAG 2.1



    

        

            

                		Index

                		Checkpoint

                		Status

                		Reason

                		Comments

            



        

    







  

Checkpoint Description:





  

  

    		Checkpoint Name 

    		Checkpoint Description



	







