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Executive Summary
This field scan explores the themes and topics that emerged from interviews in December 2023 
through February 2024 with 27 educator stakeholders who had formal roles within the Chicago 
Public Schools (CPS) or served as external partners who provided support for centering student 
experience to schools, networks,1 or central office staff in CPS. The stakeholders were selected be-
cause they had expertise in centering students’ experiences through the use of data. Many of these 
individuals developed professional learning that supported adults in their use of student experience 
data in their practice. This project was done to further understand how educators use data to center 
and improve students’ daily experience; what supports are needed for the work; and how the work 
can be aligned across a district for lasting transformation. The learnings that follow are intended to 
be used by district staff, school leadership, educators, and school support organizations in Chicago 
and across the country as they strive to center student experiences, elevate student voices, and use 
student experience data for improvement. 

We first introduce the scope and purpose of the field scan, as well as the broader context of student 
experience work. Next, we identify and discuss three topics that emerged from interviews: 1) The role 
of shifting adult mindsets in shaping the use of student experience data and building adult capac-
ity to use student experience data; 2) engaging students in data analysis and improvement; and 3) 
fostering coherence and alignment across systems, structures, and stakeholders. Across topics, we 
found that participants both acknowledged the technical and cultural challenges of understanding 
and using student experience data and expressed their excitement about the potential for using 
these data for improvement. Key takeaways include: 

•	 In order for data to be used for improvement, there needs to be a shift in adult mindsets and 
approaches around the use of student experience data. 

•	 Effective strategies exist to support the adult mindset and capacity shifts needed to utilize stu-
dent experience data for school and classroom improvement. 

•	 It is imperative to engage students as partners in data use and school improvement initiatives.

•	 Better coordination, communication, and coherence across professional learning and supports 
are needed to create a more coherent, viable, effective, and sustainable effort to center student 
experience in schools.

1 District-run CPS schools are organized into 18 networks, which provide administrative support, strategic direction, and 
leadership development to the schools within each network.
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Introduction
In the 2022–23 school year, the Chicago Public Schools (CPS) took two big steps in what could be a para-
digm shift in the district’s approach to creating high-quality schools and ensuring that all students achieve 
their full potential. In spring 2023, the CPS Board of Education voted to move beyond its previous model 
for school accountability, which focused primarily on the use of achievement test scores and other educa-
tional outcomes, such as graduation and attendance, as metrics for determining school quality. Through a 
process of extensive community engagement, CPS “redesigned” its accountability approach, which is articu-
lated in the Continuous Improvement and Data Transparency policy and was formally approved by the CPS 
Board of Education. This new policy prioritized a broader, more holistic vision for school improvement, 
centered on the daily learning experiences of students. As a precursor to this holistic approach, in the fall of 
2022, CPS adopted the Cultivate Instrument—a student experience survey developed by the University of 
Chicago Consortium on School Research’s Learning & Development Group (LDG). In CPS Chief Edu-
cation Officer Chkoumbova’s 2022 letter to teachers, principals, students, and families about the Cultivate 
rollout, she explained that:

“Our new Instructional Core Vision calls us to ensure that in their daily experiences at school, our students’ 
identities are affirmed and they feel connected and empowered as stakeholders in our classrooms, schools, 
and communities. In order to realize this vision, we must center and uplift our students’ perspectives and 
lived experiences and make rebuilding relationships a fundamental part of the learning process. The Culti-
vate Survey is a tool for building stronger student-adult partnerships that will improve the learning experi-
ence.”  

The district’s current focus on student experience aligns with a host of research—including research that 
the UChicago Consortium LDG team has been conducting for over a decade--finding that the quality of 
a student’s learning opportunities, coupled with how a student experiences their learning environment, 
shapes their beliefs, motivation, and active engagement (or disengagement) in learning, with long-term 
implications for their well-being, social and emotional development, and educational trajectory.2 As is also 
clear from the research, positive experiences of learning conditions are not equally distributed among stu-
dents. For students from communities that have been historically marginalized, schools may be particular 
spaces where their voices aren’t heard, both reifying and creating experiences of exclusion. But schools and 
classrooms can also be spaces that disrupt harmful societal messages and that signal value and respect to 
students—they can be spaces that are human-centered and foster a sense of not only students belonging to 
a space, but the educational space belonging to students.3

Student experience surveys in CPS 
In fall 2022, CPS began administering the Cultivate student experience survey twice a school year to all 
students in grades 5-12, with students responding to questions about one of their core subject classes.4 
The research-based survey asks students about nine classroom learning conditions (such as Student Voice, 
Supportive Teaching, or Classroom Community), as well as student self-reflections on their own learning 

2 Farrington et al. (2012); Farrington, Porter, & Klugman (2019). 

3 powell (n.d.). 

4 Core classes are math, English, social studies, and science.
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strategies and learning beliefs (such as Belonging and Agency) in the context of the same core class.5 The 
associated Cultivate reporting site provides school-level reports back to schools that depict students’ respons-
es to each learning condition, an ordering of the weakest to strongest learning conditions in the school, as 
well as changes related to learning conditions over time. The Cultivate reporting site can also disaggregate 
schoolwide learning conditions data based on grade-level, subject area, or student demographics. Data on 
students’ learning strategies and learning beliefs are also included in the report. 

Over the next several years, in collaboration with CPS partners, the Consortium team will continue to refine 
the Cultivate Survey tool and reporting site to provide the most actionable data possible to Chicago educa-
tors engaged in continuous improvement. At the same time, research efforts at the UChicago Consortium 
will further investigate the relationships between Cultivate learning conditions and student outcomes—for 
example, what learning conditions matter most for student learning and how does that vary across students 
or subjects—and seek to increase the evidence base around the supports, resources, and organizational con-
ditions that enable educators in different contexts to improve students’ experiences at scale.

The districtwide administration of the Cultivate Survey followed the introduction (beginning in 2020) of 
the Elevate Survey to a selection of CPS schools and classrooms; typically, these schools or classrooms were 
partnered with a school support organization with expertise in data use. Elevate was co-developed by the 
Consortium team and PERTS and asks students about the same classroom learning conditions found on 
Cultivate.6 It is administered by individual teachers to their own students, and the classroom-level data is 
shared with the teacher whose classroom is the subject of the survey, who may then provide access to others. 
In contrast, Cultivate data is schoolwide and shared first with school leaders, who may then share the data 
with others. While Cultivate data can be disaggregated by grade level, subject, and/or grade by subject, it 
does not identify individual teachers and classrooms.

The use of student experiences surveys in CPS has corresponded with increased efforts around supporting 
schools to leverage student experience data to drive continuous school improvement. 

Overview of purpose
This field scan documents what CPS’s external partners and CPS district staff believed were the conditions, 
behaviors, and activities needed to support the use of student experience data in schools. It is intended to be 
used by district staff, school leadership, teachers, and school support organizations as they strive to center 
student experiences and student experience data for improvement. The work of centering student experi-
ence comes with the acknowledgement that current systems and classrooms operate differently for different 
students. This recognition anchored much of the work of the participants interviewed for this report, many 
of whom noted that a focus on student experience data needs to be viewed through a lens that ensures all 
students feel empowered and are seen, heard, and valued. This field scan is a part of a broader body of work 
that aims to understand and contribute to the development of conditions in CPS that support education 
stakeholders—including educators, district staff, education organizations, families, and students—to be 
prepared and equipped to understand student experiences and use student experience data effectively in 
ways that have a tangible impact on students’ engagement, learning, and development.

5 Sample Cultivate Survey questions can be found in Appendix A.

6 The Project for Educational Research That Scales (PERTS) is a nonprofit organization that develops, tests, and scales 
the impact of evidence-based solutions in order to support educators in creating learning conditions that impact student 
engagement and learning. See PERTS (n.d.). 
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Field scan approach and interviewees
A field scan documents what happened and what was experienced by stakeholders around a specific policy, 
program, innovation, issue, or organization during a window of time. It typically  relies on both desk re-
search and interviews or focus groups. It provides a description of experiences and viewpoints so that others 
in the education community can better learn from innovations, policies, and approaches.

This field scan draws from conversations with 27 education stakeholders in Chicago. The sample includes 
12 CPS staff members, who we knew through our work and partnerships, that used or provided support 
for student experience data and/or facilitated professional learning in the district broadly.7 It also includes 
15 people, who we similarly knew through our work, from across 10 external partner organizations that 
support CPS or have knowledge of supports and professional learning in CPS around centering student 
experience.8 In our recruitment we also asked participants to suggest any additional district people who 
they thought would be important for us to speak to in order to get a full picture of the work being done to 
support use of student experience data.

Participants were primarily asked to discuss their experiences of and reflections on supporting student ex-
perience survey data literacy and use. In each 60-minute interview, we asked participants about their role 
as well as their connection to providing support and/or professional learning around student experience 
data to CPS stakeholders. We asked about the specifics of their work as well as the challenges and successes 
they encountered. We also asked them questions about tracking improvements in students’ experience, any 
coherence and alignment they saw with other work they knew of in the district, and student involvement 
in their work.9  

Emergent Themes
Across participants, themes coalesced around three topics: 

1.	 Building adult capacity

2.	 Involving students

3.	 Fostering coherence. 

The sections that follow are organized by these topics, which represent core ideas that are currently 
informing priorities and approaches for work by external organizations and CPS in Chicago around 
student experience data and/or that represent future-oriented points of tension and opportunity. 

Building adult capacity

In order for the students to really experience inclusive, intergener-
ational, empowering work, the adults have to change. Outcomes 
aren’t going to change until the adults change.

-CPS Department Head

Many participants identified that CPS’s adoption of Cultivate indicated that the district was moving from 

7 Since the time of data collection a few CPS staff members have left the district. They are included as staff members.

8 Further information about the interview participants and their work can be found in Appendix B.

9 The interview protocol can be found in Appendix C.
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primarily using student experience data for evaluative, diagnostic, and accountability purposes toward us-
ing these data for improvement. Likewise, many participants connected this shift in use with the need for 
a concurrent shift in educators’ mindsets about data use in their practice. This section broadly discusses 
opportunities for new practices and mindsets around using student experience data for improvement—and 
the adult capacity-building efforts needed to develop them. 

Shift adult mindsets

As previously described, Cultivate was introduced to district stakeholders as a tool to lift up student per-
spectives and their daily experiences in school. Many participants suggested that using student experience 
data in the context of continuous school improvement could be transformative for the district. Further, they 
emphasized that the district did not intend for Cultivate Survey data to be used for evaluation and account-
ability, but instead for improvement and learning. As one CPS educator reflected, Cultivate is new and in-
novative: “What the whole [Cultivate] survey is designed to do, is very different than the way CPS has historically 
used data.” And, as a few participants noted, the introduction of Cultivate represented a significant change 
in the district’s framing of which student outcomes were prioritized and valued.  For example, an external 
partner said, “The district’s discourse that often seemed to only focus on academic outcomes, to [now] really get the 
district to start to think about the quality of the student experience that’s driving those outcomes.”

While participants expressed excitement about the district’s expanded focus on student experience data, 
they also considered the implications of the data’s use for educators. Concurrent with the support for and 
recognition of the benefits of student experience data, a number of district staff and external partners iden-
tified that using student experience data requires a shift in education stakeholders’ understanding and orien-
tation towards data use. They also noted that the socialization of student experience data can be challenging, 
due in part to these data being different from those educators are historically accustomed to. Yet, as one CPS 
staff participant said, the full potential of Cultivate will not be unleashed and students will not “experience 
inclusive, intergenerational, empowering work unless the adults change.” 

Several participants identified that some educators may approach student experience data work with in-
credulity, a lack of self-efficacy, and/or deep concerns about what the data may bear about students’ expe-
riences in their schools—that is, a threatened vs. empowered mindset.  These participants stressed that it 
was important for educators to learn to be curious, vulnerable, and open-minded when reviewing student 
experience data. Participants shared that educators also needed guidance and support to understand that 
the data was intended for improvement. As one district staff participant said, “there’s a big gap in between 
here—[from] how you get people understanding technical information, [to] developing the mindsets and skills and 
engaging collectively.”

Importantly, a few participants described educators who have already begun to feel empowered and think 
differently about data use and the benefits of that shift for their role and practice. This manifested in edu-
cators who demonstrated openness, vulnerability, and a willingness to listen to and partner with students 
around data in order to improve their practice. For example, this sentiment was described by one external 
partner who stated that some educators were:

“More willing to get out of their box. They’re making fewer assumptions about what their kids 
need and are actually asking them what they need and what works. That’s going to have so 
many long-term benefits…: having a group of educators who think so differently about their 
role and how they interact with students.”

Another external partner participant also described an openness and mindset shift when educators “begin…
either allowing themselves or they’re pushed into thinking differently, almost to embrace we’ve been doing 
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it wrong for a little while.” They in turn become a lot more open to understanding the potential of student 
experience data–as soon as they see it and experience it.

Reflect and connect

Participants offered strategies for how to help shift educators’ mindsets from understanding data use as com-
pliance and accountability to understanding data use as a tool for continuous improvement. One district 
staff participant emphasized the importance of professional learning experiences that enable educators to 
reflect on how their own biases and experiences influence the decisions they make about students in schools. 
Similarly, an external partner stressed the need to connect new information about student experiences to ed-
ucators’ day-to-day practice and pedagogical approach, noting, “We’ve got to help them make that connection 
as well as get discipline-specific so that people can really make sense of it with what they’re teaching.”

The focus on framing and messaging was common in participant interviews. Participants broadly empha-
sized the importance of framing the work of centering student experience as more than administering a 
survey. Instead, they advocated for contextualizing the role of student experience data as part of a compre-
hensive framework for understanding and improving learning conditions—underscoring the need to posi-
tion survey systems, like Cultivate, as practical, actionable, and catalytic tools that can empower educators 
to transform schools and classrooms.

Build foundational knowledge

CPS partners and external partners highlighted the importance of building foundational knowledge for 
educators about student experience survey research and practice in order for educators to “really listen to and 
value student experience.”  For example, as one external partner stated, “if district Network Chiefs are going to 
guide principals through Cultivate work, they need to have the foundational knowledge of the survey and frame-
work.”10 Similarly, school leaders need to have an understanding of Cultivate in order to support teachers.

In response to this identified need for building knowledge, CPS staff and external partners cited the specifics 
of their work when they encountered educators who were not familiar with student experience surveys or 
did not understand the learning conditions. They said that, as part of professional learning, they presented 
the research behind why centering student experience and student experience data are important to their 
educators’ practice, as well as context and research around learning conditions.

Participants identified the need for pre-work prior to looking at student experience data that prepared ed-
ucators to be receptive to the student voices reflected in the survey responses. One external partner coach 
shared that subsequent to providing educators with foundational information related to the survey and hav-
ing them dig into the data, they have a conversation with educators about both their worries and points of 
excitement. Similarly, participants shared that, in some cases, their initial work involved alleviating anxieties 
and feelings of threat that arise when looking at student feedback data. For example, one external partner 
noted that “before the technical training of something like Cultivate” what is needed “is the type of learning and 
the conditions for learning that allow people to let old constructs and mindsets go.…So, there’s ultimately a lot of 
condition setting for professional learning outside just understanding the technical system in the data.”

Finally, one external partner coach noted that Cultivate data should build on other sources of information 
and data about student experience—and, importantly, provide additional support for work a school leader 
or network is already engaged in doing. 

10 District-run CPS schools are organized into 18 networks, which provide administrative support, strategic direction, and 
leadership development to the schools within each network. Each Network is led by a Network Chief. 
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Create and share resources

Some participants felt that the learning condition guides for each learning condition (readily available 
through CPS professional learning providers and also linked on the Cultivate reporting site) were particu-
larly helpful to their work.11 Yet, a few participants identified the need for additional resources, as well as 
concrete models, examples, and toolboxes that they can use to support educators in the work of looking at 
and using student experience data.12

A couple of participants noted that these kinds of resources can support professional learning related to us-
ing student experience data. One external partner suggested that it would be useful to have “a good calendar” 
that includes administration dates of student experience surveys. Another noted that having “protocols for 
every step of the process” would be beneficial to educators. 

Provide time and space for reflection

Conversations with CPS staff and external partners underscored the intentional efforts and the importance 
of giving time and space for educators to process, interpret, and utilize student experience data to improve 
their practice and use the data in the way that the district intends—for continuous improvement. At the 
same time, having a space and a structure for teachers to share their concerns was also necessary for support-
ing teachers. Several participants endorsed the benefits of collective staff engagement with classroom- and 
school-level data, crediting such discussions as opportunities for practitioners to lean into vulnerability, 
articulate concerns, and celebrate strengths in supportive communities of practice.

As one external partner coach stated, when time and space were provided for educators to think about stu-
dent experience data and their work, they could move through the emotions of receiving feedback and get 
excited to hear what they could do better. Participants also named the need for educators to slow down to 
reflect on their own practice. For instance, one district staff participant discussed the importance of time 
and sacred space for teams to examine and reflect on their data to determine areas of celebration, solid prac-
tice, or needed growth.

Finally, the space provided needs to be authentic and psychologically safe. Because, as one participant not-
ed, educators must feel safe in conversations about data in order to be “able to see the connection between the 
student experience and student and community learning.” 

Leverage distributed leadership

Both external partners and internal district staff identified distributed leadership in CPS, and the Instruc-
tional Leadership Team (ILT) in particular, as a structure that was helpful to support a school vision and 
share ownership and responsibility for centering student experience and using data for improvement. With-
in CPS schools, ILTs may include the principal, assistant principal, instructional coaches, teacher leaders, 
and other school staff. The ILT structure provides an excellent opportunity to tie student data to schools’ 
instructional focus. It was noted by one district staff participant that the infrastructure of distributed leader-
ship and the ILT is already required in CPS and therefore should be leveraged to support the use of student 
experience data. 

As one external professional learning provider noted, distributed leadership allowed a school leader to “sup-
port the development of other adults in alignment with [their] vision for the school.” They added that “too 

11 Each Learning Condition is accompanied by a guide that outlines the principles that underlie the condition, and includes 
research background information, practice ideas, scripted activities, reflection questions, and additional resources.

12 Since the time the interviews were conducted, additional resources have been created that support Cultivate data use. 
These resources can be found here.
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often we see people either taking over the work or completely handing it off and then not being connected 
enough to support it—and they’ll even undermine it, because they’re not aware enough of it.”  

Create opportunities for team learning

Sharing practices and learning from others emerged as a key component of building the capacity of adults 
to shift mindsets and engage with student experience data. For example, a professional learning coach found 
that hearing other people is a very powerful component of the network because “people for the first time see 
that there are other people that are feeling the same way.” Moreover, networked learning gives educators the 
opportunity to share and learn from each other so they can see what is working for their peers.

One district staff participant described the importance of teacher teams, in particular. They said, “teams and 
teacher teams…[are able] to be in conversation with each other, in powerful ways about students and their 
experience, and the inner core. Same thing with ILTs.” This participant added that because Cultivate reports 
aggregate individual student data to a grade or subject level, teacher teams are well-positioned to engage in 
collective inquiry about the data as well as generative interrogation of the data. 

Student involvement

Asking students and having conversations with them…the data is a 
stepping stone to more exploration and deeper thinking and deeper 
listening from students to really support their learning experience.

- CPS Manager providing professional learning to educators

District staff and external partners acknowledged that, despite barriers and challenges to engaging students 
as change agents in using student experience data, their involvement is critical to improving educators’ prac-
tice. Many participants also stressed the importance of including students in professional learning spaces.  

Engage with students around data

Both district staff and external partners reported that additional work is needed to explicitly create space for 
student voice. Many participants described ways they had seen this work benefit both educators and their 
students. For example, one educator shared that “students thrive in having accessibility to those adults where 
they can share what they’re feeling, what they’ve been experiencing, and that they walk away feeling hopeful, feel-
ing like, ‘okay, maybe, you know, these adults do want to hear me.’”

According to many participants, one way to ensure students can engage in authentic ways in student sur-
veys and data collection is to make sure the students understand the value of the survey and the resulting 
data, and that the data is to be used to improve their experiences in school. One district staff participant 
emphasized teachers’ messaging about the value and purpose of survey data as a tool for improving practice 
is critical and helps ensure students take the survey seriously. Participants reported that educators who share, 
discuss, and analyze survey data with their students created authentic engaging experiences for students and 
demonstrated to students that they were responsive. For example, schools who got the most out of the data 
were transparent with their students and engaged in ongoing dialogue with their students. As one district 
staff participant said:

“[Teachers are] talking about the data with their students, and they’re saying, ‘Am I understand-
ing this correctly? Oh, I actually understood that [survey] item differently than you understood 
that item. Let’s talk about that…’ So, we can norm on what we mean. Those are the schools 
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where this is really changing the work that they’re doing. And when you’ve talked to students, 
they can tell you, ‘People are listening to me—my voice does matter here.”

This person also noted that these data conversations can include the collection of additional data and ex-
ploration by the teacher saying:

“A huge part of this data conversation then has to be go back and [collect] more data with 
young people…that piece of extended data analysis and conversation, what is the follow-up, 
what are you curious about and how are you going to get that data…The schools who have been 
most successful, teachers who’ve been most successful [in using student experience data to improve 
their classrooms] have gone back and had those conversations to get more data around what 
young people are experiencing.”

To ensure successful and meaningful data conversations with students, participants reported that teachers 
need support and guidance. For instance, one CPS staff participant expressed that although students may 
require scaffolding in order to engage in data conversations, educators will also benefit from learning how 
to engage with students. 

Include students in professional learning

District staff and external partners stressed the importance of explicitly involving students not just in the 
process of engaging with student experience data and continuous improvement activities, but also within 
professional learning spaces. One CPS staff person surmised that the inclusion of student voice “could only 
be a good thing.” They continued by sharing that teachers and other educators are:

“In all these PL [professional learning] spaces, emphasizing how the learning conditions are, 
and how we’re going to elevate student voice. And then very often the thing that’s missing from 
that PL is explicit student voice. We can look at the data that’s still student voice, but it’s not the 
same thing.”

Participants believed including students in professional development opportunities and structures was im-
portant for furthering partnerships. They also acknowledged, however, for this to be effective students need 
to be given meaningful and authentic ways to participate in professional learning which requires attending 
to all the dynamics of a space.

Coherence and alignment  

All participants spoke about the need for coherence and alignment from their vantage points supporting 
schools. External partners primarily focused on supporting schools to build coherence among the various 
district- and school-identified priorities (student experience data, Continuous Improvement Work Plan 
(CIWP),13 departmental frameworks, curriculum implementation). In contrast, district staff participants 
primarily focused on the need for greater coherence between district offices in service of multiple initiatives, 

13 A Continuous Improvement Work Plan (CIWP) is a district mandated strategic planning process of schools that also 
meets the federal and state requirements of a school improvement plan. The CIWP establishes a school’s mission, and the 
strategies and milestones the school will take to accomplish its goals. The CIWP follows a continuous improvement cycle, 
where goals, strategies, and milestones are monitored regularly and adjusted as needed. See Chicago Public Schools (n.d.).

How are we showing schools a unified front in defining and support-
ing rigorous instruction that centers the inner core and the student 
experience? 

- CPS central office staff, Professional Learning creator and facilitator
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as well as alignment around professional learning and school supports. Across all participants, a desire for 
better coordination, communication, and coherence across professional learning and supports were identi-
fied as needed to create a more coherent, viable, and effective experience for educators leading the work in 
schools.

Align CPS offices and departments 

District staff participants overwhelmingly identified a need to build greater coherence and partnership 
between central offices and departments. Participants reported that school leaders face multiple and some-
times differing expectations in terms of priorities. Participants saw great value in offices aligning and work-
ing together to mitigate school frustration and advance school progress on improving the experiences of 
students. For example, one participant said that they know principals “experience a disconnect between our 
various departments and initiatives in the district. And I would ask that we be really attentive to that and to think 
about how what’s on school leaders’ plates, like Cultivate, may feel like ‘another thing.’” 

One participant suggested piloting an approach to coherence and alignment with a smaller scope in order to 
make it more manageable, with opportunities to learn and adjust before applying it at scale. Notably, a few 
external partners also posed the idea of their own school support networks serving in such a capacity from 
which the district could learn and scale.  

District staff participants named a few promising efforts that brought district offices together around shared 
learning and coordination of school professional learning and support. For instance, participants said var-
ious advisory committees and learning spaces (both within and across CPS offices) are endeavors to build 
collaboration and learning to better support school improvement. However, participants indicated that 
challenges remained because the various efforts are nascent, not formalized, not widespread across the dis-
trict, and not prioritized in terms of time and participation. Even when staff from different district offices 
got together, this partner noted that varying ideas about what should be prioritized within the group posed 
a challenge. 

Similarly, one external support participant noted the unevenness of specific support across CPS offices for 
their work. They shared that they “are in service of the [department] as much as they want to take advantage 
of that and then there are other [departments] that we just don’t yet have a strong partnership with.” Identifying 
this variability in the number and strength of external partnerships presents an opportunity for future co-
herence.

Strengthen relationships between district offices and external school partners 

External partners maintain relationships and communication with various offices at CPS, but they identi-
fied the need for deeper partnership that includes co-design of professional learning and school supports. 
Capturing this notion, one participant shared that they:

“Have a really good working relationship with many folks at CPS and the different depart-
ments…but we partner in a way that we often have to quickly do something and adjust. It 
would be so much better if we were sitting at that table with folks and planning it together so 
that we wouldn’t have to play so much catch up.”

In most cases, external partners provide holistic support to schools, from facilitating cross-school networked 
learning to in-school coaching. As described earlier, external support organizations find their coaching com-
ponent essential to helping educators translate the learning to their unique school contexts. They also see 
greater opportunities to elevate the experience of schools that have been engaged in using and responding to 
student experience data as examples or pilots, from which other schools, and the district itself, could learn.
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One participant pressed on the possibility that the district can learn from external partners and bring more 
intentionality in designing and implementing school supports.

Bridge across tools and initiatives 

When asked about opportunities for greater coherence and alignment, all participants talked about both 
current efforts and future possibilities that might support greater coherence within schools. A few external 
partners mentioned working to connect efforts to center the student experience to the district’s CIWP as a 
way to align to schools’ identified goals and priorities. One noted that they are in frequent conversation with 
the district to make sure that what they are doing aligns with CIWP expectations and also shared language 
with the district’s work around ILTs and distributed leadership.

Both district staff and external participants saw potential for and value in connecting student experience 
data to other sources of information on CPS classrooms, such as the RigorWalk.™14 One participant sug-
gested that the alignment should be made as part of a strategic planning process. Another shared that “in one 
network, they are tethering whatever they are learning from the student experience to inform their rigor walks.” 
Participants deemed more intentional collaboration amongst entities engaged in this work as critical to 
realizing the impact of student experience data as core to schools’ continuous improvement practice. One 
participant opined that the connections need to be deliberate. They said, “If we’re going to elevate the student 
experience, and really get more and more attention to the Cultivate data, we have to be a little bit more deliberate 
about the connections that we make and the collaborations.”

Despite the fact that Cultivate provides data on students’ experiences of classroom learning conditions, and 
is intentionally aligned with the CPS’ Instructional Core,15 a few district staff participants indicated that 
helping schools to draw those connections is still an area of need. Thus, it’s “important to show connections 
between inner core, Cultivate, and learning conditions. Coherence would keep it from feeling like separate 
tasks.” 

Coordinate across organizations

Both district staff and external participants expressed a desire and need for all entities that are engaging 
schools in centering student experience to work toward improved coordination and collaboration. Sugges-
tions by participants included: 1) establish clarity of roles and 2) optimize existing meeting times for clarity, 
focus, and purposefulness. One participant noted the importance of organizations first understanding their 
own culture and structures before collaborating and aligning in order to “have any impact at scale.” Another 
suggested the need to develop a system strategy that addresses what each stakeholder is doing and how they 
are coordinating their efforts with one another.

A few participants noted the need to restart relationships given staff transitions—both in the district and 
at school partner organizations—causing pauses in partnership and professional learning and support. One 
CPS department head said, “things are relationship-dependent and not structured for long-term collaboration.” 
All participants agreed that leaning into and building on existing relationships was critical for the long-term 
success of their work.

14 Rigor Classroom Walk is a research-based walkthrough observation tool designed to measure the quality and effective-
ness of instruction. SeeSee Instructional Empowerment (n.d.). 

15 The CPS Instructional Core centers on identity, community, and relationships. “Students must experience core instruction 
that is responsive to and sustaining of who they are and what they bring, and empowers them to connect, imagine, and act 
as ethical, critical actors that shape the world.” See Chicago Public Schools (2024). 
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Conclusion
Decades of research show that student experience of their learning conditions play a critical role in shaping 
learning, engagement, well-being, and long-run outcomes. This field scan sought to surface and synthesize 
education experts’ knowledge on what is needed to strengthen learning conditions, leverage student experi-
ence data, and partner with students for improvement. We identified three key insights: 

•	 First, build and develop adult capacity to understand and respond to student experience data in 
ways that center students and improve classroom learning conditions. 

•	 Next, include students in this work. Survey data alone does not lead to meaningful improvements 
in students’ experiences; educators must undertake the challenging, but essential work of engaging 
and collaborating with students throughout improvement processes to develop rigorous, affirming, 
and joyful instructional environments. 

•	 Finally, coordinate actions and alignment of many stakeholders working very intentionally togeth-
er is required to make real and lasting change.16

16 Additional work is ongoing to document the transformative efforts in the district since the field scan.
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Appendix A

Table A.1. Learning conditions
Affirming Identities | Recognition and affirmation of student identities

•	 I see positive examples of people like me in the things we learn in this class.
•	 This teacher uses examples from different races, cultures, & communities when teaching.

Classroom Community | Sense of community and mutual support among classmates
•	 This teacher makes sure that students get to know each other.
•	 This class is a comfortable place for me to share my thoughts and opinions.

Feedback for Growth | Nature and quality of teacher feedback to improve student work 
•	 I receive feedback on my work that helps me improve.
•	 This teacher lets me know they believe I can do well in this class.

Learning Goals | Accessibility and connectedness of instructional goals
•	 This teacher makes it clear how each lesson builds towards longer term learning goals.
•	 This teacher helps me see my progress as I learn more.

Meaningful Work | Level of interest and relevance of classroom learning for students
•	 This teacher gives us meaningful work to do, not busy work.
•	 In this class we get to learn by working on real-world problems and issues.

Student Voice | Opportunities for and responsiveness to student ideas and input
•	 I have the opportunity to make choices in this class.
•	 In this class, my ideas are taken seriously.

Supportive Teaching | Breadth and quality of teacher’s instructional support for learn-
ing

•	 This teacher notices if I have trouble learning something.
•	 This teacher stays patient even when students don’t understand things.

Teacher Caring | Strength and quality of teacher’s one-on-one relationships with stu-
dents

•	 This teacher cares about my life outside of school.
•	 This teacher makes sure we know how much they enjoy working with us.

Well-Organized Classroom | Clarity and helpfulness of classroom systems and routines
•	 This teacher does a good job keeping track of and returning our work.
•	 The way this class is organized helps me do well.

Table A.2. Learning Belief
Agency | Belief in one’s ability to act and affect change

•	 I feel like I have the power to influence how things are done in this class.
•	 I feel comfortable letting my teacher know what I need and want.

Belonging | Belief that one fits in with peers in class 
•	 I feel like I belong when I am in this class.
•	 I feel connected to my classmates.
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Appendix B

Table B.1. Recipients, models, and content of professional learning, 
as reported in interviews

 External Partners CPS Staff
Who were their 
recipients of 
professional 
learning?

Network Chiefs

School leaders

Teachers

Teacher leaders

Instructional Leadership Teams 
(ILTs)

School leaders

Teachers

Central office staff

Network Chiefs and other staff

Teacher leaders
What type of 
professional 
learning models 
and structures 
did they utilize?

Coaching

Learning communities

Networked learning - cross par-
ticipant/school learning with 
facilitator support

Facilitator support - continuous 
improvement

Universal support - Professional 
Learning to all staff

Presentations (in-person, web-
based)

Resource development and dissem-
ination

What was the 
content of the 
provided pro-
fessional learn-
ing?

Student experience survey 
learning conditions

Integration of learning condi-
tions framework into existing 
priorities, initiatives, instruc-
tional practice

Data use

Supporting adults

Creating a culture of student 
experience data use and feed-
back

Engaging students

Adult capacity building

Learning conditions

Relationship to existing work, ini-
tiatives, instructional practice

Learning cycles

Cultivate reporting site use

Data use

Progress monitoring

 Student voice

Adaptive leadership

Adult capacity building
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Appendix C

Stakeholder interview protocol

Preamble

Before we begin the interview, there are a few important things for us to go over briefly. I want to remind 
you about both the purpose of the interview and give you some important information about your partici-
pation in this research project. 

Purpose of the project

The purpose of this interview is to learn from educators about their experience doing professional develop-
ment in CPS around student experience data in order to develop a full proposal for a multi-year, multi-part-
ner system of professional learning that 1) enables educators to leverage their student experience data to 
create the most favorable learning conditions possible for their students, and 2) provides the opportunity for 
partners involved to systematically learn from each other in order to build capacity throughout the system. 

Participation and confidentiality

Thank you again for agreeing to participate. I want to take a moment to remind you of a few important 
things. 

First, this interview is completely voluntary. You’re free to stop at any time and you can decline to answer 
any question you choose.

Second, this interview is confidential. While we might share your words in something we produce from this 
study, we will not attribute them to you or identify you without first getting your permission to do so. The 
only time I would break that confidentiality would be if I had reason to believe someone is harming you 
or that someone else is being harmed or in danger of being harmed. By law, I am mandated to report that. 

To ensure that I can focus my attention on what you’re saying, I would like to record audio from this con-
versation. Altogether, this should take about one hour. You can always ask me to turn off the recorder at 
any time.

Do you have any questions or concerns before we begin?

Background

To begin with, I want to get some sense of your background and experience, and I’d like to get even just a 
limited sense of who you are, both personally and professionally, if I can.

•	 Please introduce yourself.

•	 How many years have you been working in your organization/department/CPS?

•	 How do you explain why you do what you do?

Please describe the work of your organization/department?

Role in professional learning

Can you provide an overview of your organization’s (SSO, CPS, department) goals for engaging schools/
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educators in professional learning related to student experience data? What was the impetus for this work 
specifically?

How does this work fit within your organization’s broader vision and work in supporting schools/educators? 

Can you provide an overview of your organization’s (SSO, CPS, Network) strategies/approach for engaging 
schools/educators in professional learning related to student experience data? 

Based on your experience, what professional learning is needed to support educators to effectively under-
stand and respond to the student experience data?

•	 Classroom teachers?

•	 School leaders?

•	 Network or district staff/leaders (where applicable)?

Can you describe the types of professional development opportunities your organization/CPS/department 
offers to school staff/educators regarding student experience data analysis and interpretation? Please provide 
specific examples.

Tracking improvement

How do you ensure that the feedback and insights gathered from student experience data are translated into 
actionable improvements in school settings?

How do you think about tracking growth in student experience metrics? How is that reflected in your work 
with educators?

Collaboration

How does your organization collaborate with schools/educators to support their effective use of student 
experience data in their practice?

How does your CPS department collaborate and coordinate with other CPS providers of professional learn-
ing?

How do you tailor your professional learning support to meet the unique needs and challenges of different 
schools or educational settings?

Successes and challenges

What are some success stories or examples of schools/educators that have benefited from your organization’s 
professional learning opportunities related to student experience data?

What challenges or barriers have you encountered in your efforts to engage schools/educators in profession-
al learning about student experience data, and how have you addressed them?

Vision

What would you say is the school’s (recipient of professional learning) perspective on how this work aligns 
with their overall vision and work?

What are your future plans and goals for expanding or improving the engagement of schools/educators in 
professional learning about student experience data?

What are the opportunities and possibilities for developing a coherent system for professional learning for 
teachers and schools/recipients of professional learning that centers the student experience?
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•	 If you could create a coherent system, what would it look like?
•	 What is possible now?
•	 What can be created in the future?

We would like to involve students in this planning process, in the development of a larger proposal and in the work 
of professional learning in the future? What do you see as the best avenue to recruit students and involve them in this 
work?

Snowball sampling

One last thing before we end the interview. In order to make sure that we are getting a full picture of professional 
learning in CPS around student experience data, we are asking participants to suggest any additional district people 
who they think would be important for us to speak to. This is completely voluntary and you are in no way obligating 
your colleagues to speak with us.

•	 Is there anyone else connected to this work or these issues at the district, Network, or at specific schools 
whom you think we should speak to? Why?

Conclusion

Thank you—that’s all the questions that I have today. Thank you again for taking the time to talk with me and for 
sharing your thoughts and ideas. They really are invaluable to us in thinking about how to understand the important 
work that you and your colleagues do.
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