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Introduction

The benefits of a positive learning climate for students have been widely 
and repeatedly established by research. These benefits include increased 
academic achievement (higher GPA, test scores, and attendance rates, 
and fewer suspensions), life satisfaction, graduation and college enrollment 
rates, as well as greater learner engagement, motivation, and self-efficacy.1  
Student surveys have been demonstrated to be a valid and reliable method 
of assessing the school learning environment, showing which schools are 
most likely to improve student outcomes in the short- and long-run.2   

1	 Chang, Osher, Schanfield, Sundius, & Bauer (2019); Thapa, 
Cohen, Guffey, & Higgins-D’Alessandro (2013); Voight & Hanson 
(2017); Lázaro-Visa, Palomera, Briones, Fernández-Fuertes,  
& Fernández-Rouco (2019); Hart, Young, Chen, Zou, &  
Allensworth (2020).

2	 Hart et al. (2020); Hart, Young, Chen, Kheraj, & Allensworth 
(2021); Rivkin, Sartain, & Schiman (2023); Porter, Jackson, 
Kiguel & Easton (2023).

3	 ESSA legislation required such breakdowns be provided  
(See https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/policy/elsec/leg/essa/
essastatereportcard.pdf )

4	 Merrill, Black, & Gilliard (2021).
5	 Voight, Hanson, O’Malley, & Adekanye (2015). 

Recognizing the importance of student voice and school 

climate, many schools and districts utilize school  

climate surveys to help guide school improvement  

planning. School surveys may cover many varied 

aspects of school organization and culture, and data 

are often presented at different levels of aggregation, 

including breakdowns by various student demographics,  

such as race/ethnicity, gender, Individualized Education 

Plan (IEP) status, free and reduced-price lunch, and 

grade level.3   This abundance of information can make 

the task of translating data into changes in practice 

challenging, in particular, in choosing an area for  

improvement, while being alert to issues of equity. 

Making it even more challenging is that schools might 

have a small number of students in any given demo-

graphic group. Reports based on a small number of 

students could differ from those of other groups, just by 

random chance. But if schools focus mostly on overall 

school averages, they may wonder what they are missing.

A report called We’re Not All Average describes the 

limitations of school averages in representing the breath 

of student experience by focusing on one measure, Student- 

Teacher Trust, using data from the NYC School Survey.4  

This survey is based on the 5Essentials Survey given 

in Chicago and Illinois, but tailored to New York City 

schools. The findings illustrate that individual students  

within a school vary widely around the average. The 

study also examined how groups differ within schools 

based on race/ethnicity, gender and grade. They used the 

largest group as their reference group—female, Latina 

students in either eighth or twelfth grade. The findings 

indicated small but significant differences in experiences 

of Student-Teacher Trust by race/ethnicity and grade 

level. In particular, they found that Black students had 

significantly lower ratings of Student-Teacher Trust, 

compared to all other race/ethnicity groups in the  

same school. 

Because students in different groups can have different  

experiences in the same school, it has been suggested that  

school averages may simply be too blunt an instrument 

for analyzing where a school should focus its efforts.5  

Several additional studies have also found within-school  

https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/policy/elsec/leg/essa/essastatereportcard.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/policy/elsec/leg/essa/essastatereportcard.pdf
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6	 Voight et al. (2015).
7	 Hough, Kalogrides, & Loeb (2017).. 

differences between groups of students in their experi-

ences of school climate. In some cases, the group treated 

as the standard for comparison were White, male  

students.6  In other cases, studies treated the largest 

racial/ethnic group as the group on which comparisons 

are made.7  

Yet, in many schools with diverse populations, any one 

group will be a small proportion of all the students in the 

school. Even the group with the largest representation 

in a school may not represent a majority of the school 

population. And a group that is large districtwide—which 

could potentially serve as a reference group—may be a 

small minority of students in particular schools. What is 

more critical for schools using survey data is whether a 

group differs from the school average—and if it does, then 

any efforts to use average reports of school climate may 

not apply well to students in particular groups. But this 

is only true if students in a group report very differently 

from the general population of students, which requires 

a comparison to the school average, not to a different 

student group. In addition, we know that school climate 

differs across schools, meaning student groups are likely 

to respond differently depending on the school context.

This report investigates differences within schools 

in how their students view the school climate, using the 

5Essentials Survey in Chicago. It shows how students’ 

experiences of school climate differ across schools and 

across students in the same school, as well as across 

student groups (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender), relative to 

school averages. It ends with implications for working to 

improve the experiences of all students within a school 

and improve equity of experience districtwide. 

• In Chapter 1, we show how widely individual stu-

dents’ survey reports vary within the same school.

This provides a sense of how well school average 

reports represent the views of all students.

• In Chapter 2, we show how different the ratings of 

specific student groups are from their school averages. 

This provides a sense of how well school averages 

represent students in a school and how they can be 

used in school improvement planning. 

We find that:

• School averages tend to represent the experiences

of groups of students, as well as the school as a 

whole; where average reports in the school are 

higher, so are group reports.

• Schools with low survey results tend to also have

more variation in student reports, such that some 

students report a positive climate while others 

report negative experiences.

• Group reports should be compared to the school

average, not to other groups, which may represent 

small numbers of students in any given school.

• Most group ratings are similar to their school averages, 

but there are some systematic differences in students’ 

experiences based on student race, grade level, and 

IEP status:

o Sixth-graders, Asian, and Black students 

systematically reported lower responses on 

1-2 (out of seven) measures of school climate

than their school peers

o Asian students and students with IEPs systemati-

cally reported higher responses on 1-2 measures 

of school climate than their school peers

For more research on 5Essentials Survey measures and how schools can use them for improvement, see our 

report The Malleability of School Climate: Lessons from the 5Essentials Survey in Chicago Public Schools, 

which looks at the extent to which survey measures change over time and what that means for how schools 

use the data.
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8	 A total of 251,293 students. Students were included in any year 
in which they were an active student in these grades with full 
demographic data (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender, and grade) and 

survey measure scores for the seven examined survey measures 
that year. More details can be found in the technical appendix.

9	 Hart et al. (2020).

Data
The study is based on 2015–16 to 2018–19 survey data 

from the 5Essentials Survey, a survey created by the 

University of Chicago Consortium on School Research 

(UChicago Consortium) and administered to students 

in grades 6-12 in Chicago Public Schools (CPS).8  We 

connected the survey data to students’ demographic 

information from their school administrative records.  

The questions asked of students in the surveys are 

available in Appendix A on p.14. Answers from questions  

designed to capture specific aspects of school climate 

(like Student-Teacher Trust) are grouped together into 

measures through a statistical technique called Rasch 

analysis. These measures are used to show the strength 

of student responses on that aspect of school climate in 

school reports. 

The study focuses on seven student survey measures  

in the 5Essentials Survey: Peer Support for Academic  

Work, Student Peer Relationships, Academic Personalism,  

Safety, School Safety, School Connectedness, and 

Student-Teacher Trust. These measures were selected 

from the larger number of student measures in the sur-

vey because they focus on school experiences broadly. 

Specifically, these measures focus on feelings of safety 

and belonging, as well as relationships with teachers 

and peers, which are aspects of school climate, rather 

than the other survey measures which focus on instruc-

tional quality, student behaviors, or home experience. 

They all had acceptable Rasch person reliability (all 

greater than 0.7) and were validated as predictors of 

academic outcomes.9 

More details are provided in the appendices to 

this report. Full method details are available in the 

Technical Appendix. 
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10	 Hart et al. (2020). 11	 Figures for other measures look similar.

How Well Do School Averages 
Represent the Range of Students’ 
Experiences in a School?

CHAPTER 1

School averages provide meaningful information about 

students’ experiences of school climate. We know this 

from prior validity studies which showed that school  

averages on 5Essentials Survey measures were predictive  

of which schools would show improving student out-

comes.10  Here, we show what these differences look like 

substantively, using one survey measure in one grade-level 

band as an example: Student-Teacher Trust in the middle 

grades (6-8). Questions used to make the Student-Teacher 

Trust measure can be found in Appendix A on p.14.

Figure 1 provides a caterpillar plot of average scores 

on Student-Teacher Trust for all schools with a sixth, 

seventh, or eighth grade in 2019. In this caterpillar 

plot, there is a dot for each school showing its average 

Student-Teacher Trust, arranged from schools with  

the lowest average reports to schools with the highest 

reports. On the left side (the y-axis), the scale ranges 

from 1 to 4, which represents survey responses of 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Across the  

district, the average score is 3.1, which means that  

students agree with all items, on average.11  Does this 

clustering of schools around 3.0 mean school averages 

are not useful? No—these differences are meaningful; 

differences in school averages are predictive of dif-

ferences in student outcomes. When many students’ 

responses are averaged together, the resulting school 

averages tend to have a limited range. For schools below 

the average on Student-Teacher Trust, school average  

FIGURE 1

Variation across schools in school average responses to Student-Teacher Trust measure in CPS grades 6-8, 2019

4

2

1

3

Note: Each dot represents a school. N=445. Schools with middle vs. high school grades were run separately; we display the middle grade results above in Figure 1. 
The schools represented here are all schools with sixth-, seventh-, or eighth-graders in 2019. School-wide mean scores are created using individual responses by first 
averaging each student's responses to the items within a measure and then averaging all students in a school.  

School mean

School averages for Student-Teacher Trust in CPS middle schools (2019)

Strongly agree
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Disagree

Strongly disagree
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measures provide useful information to identify a target  

for improvement. For schools average or above average  

on Student-Teacher Trust, other areas may require 

more attention. 

The average score helps us understand how a school 

is doing relative to other schools and also compared 

to itself over time. Comparing a particular school’s 

average measure to the district or state average can 

potentially identify areas where that school has more 

challenges than other schools and identify improve-

ment strategies. By looking at changes in the school’s 

survey measure from year-to-year, school staff can 

determine if they are making progress in a given area.

Students report a wide range of 
experiences within schools
School averages provide a general sense of students’ 

experiences of school climate, but individual students’ 

experiences can be very different within the same 

school. To illustrate the range of experiences among 

students within each school, we again focus on Student-

Teacher Trust in the middle grades. Figure 2 displays 

the same school averages as Figure 1 (using red dots); 

in addition, it includes two more dots for each school: 

a blue dot at the 90th percentile and a green dot at the 

10th percentile. These dots are on a vertical line for 

each school, and the total length of the line shows the 

range of responses among students in that school from 

the 10th to the 90th percentile. 

Some schools have a larger range of ratings among 

students than others. Schools with the highest averages 

had less variation in student ratings. For a school on the 

far right of Figure 2, the average is at the level of strong 

agreement (3.5 and up), where almost all students re-

sponded either “agree” or “strongly agree” to the ques-

tions that make the Student-Teacher Trust measure. 

For a school on the far left, where there are lower average 

ratings, there was much greater variation in students’ 

reported experiences. The average student response was 

between “agree” and “disagree” (red dot between 2 and 3). 

But there were some students who strongly agreed with 

many of the questions. Those at the 90th percentile 

(blue dots) agreed or strongly agreed with the questions 

(with average ratings of 3 or higher). At the same time, 

there were other students who disagreed with many 

of the questions—at the 10th percentile (green dots) 

FIGURE 2

Di�erences across students within the same school on school average responses to Student-Teacher Trust 
measure in CPS grades 6-8 with student variation, 2019

4

2

1

3

Note: Figure 2 displays the same school averages as Figure 1 (using red dots); in addition, it includes two more dots for each school: a blue dot at the 90th percentile 
and a green dot at the 10th percentile. The schools represented here are all schools sixth-, seventh-, and eighth-graders in 2019. School-wide mean scores are created 
using individual responses by first averaging each student's responses to the items within a measure and then averaging all students in a school.  

School mean

School averages and variation for Student-Teacher Trust in CPS middle schools (2019)
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Disagree

Strongly disagree

5
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students’ responses ranged from “disagree” to “strongly 

disagree.” Thus, at any school, there will be students 

who report that they trust their teachers and others 

that do not. The greatest variation tends to occur in the 

middle of the distribution but even in the lowest scoring 

schools there is a variety of experiences.

The same general patterns were also observed with 

the other survey measures. With all measures, there 

were larger differences among students within the same 

school than there were in averages across schools. The 

proportion of variance at the school level was 3-25% for 

these seven survey measures, varying by measure, grade 

level, and year.12  At the same time, with each of the mea-

sures, there were schools where all students reported 

positively, and other schools where a sizeable proportion 

of students reported negatively about their experiences.

As these figures show, the average does not neces-

sarily speak for every individual student. Individual 

students vary widely in their experiences. Not only are 

each of us unique collections of personal characteristics 

and outlooks, but we also have individual histories that 

affect our perceptions, as well as different experiences 

in school. Therefore, these differences in perception do 

not make them incorrect. Rather, they represent each 

student’s reality.

At the same time, school staff cannot typically speak 

to every student in a school about a large set of topics 

at one time in a consistent way. Survey data provide a 

means of getting a lot of information in a systematic 

way from across the vast majority of students in the 

school at once. This provides a high-level overview of 

important aspects of school culture and climate from 

which school staff can begin their understanding of 

students’ experiences and plan next steps. Once school 

staff have an understanding of where the school has 

opportunities for improvement, speaking with both 

individual students and groups of students is a critical 

way of having a deeper understanding of the range of 

experiences; whether one-on-one or in focus groups, 

formally or informally. Because there are likely to be 

some students who feel positively, even when others do 

not, it is important to seek out students who are likely 

to feel less positively when developing strategies for 

improvement. It is also important for adults to consider 

their role in creating and maintaining the learning 

atmosphere. 

12	 This refers to the intraclass correlations (ICC), which can be used 
to measure how much variation is at the student and school 
level. The amount for each measure varies and ICCs vary from 

administration to administration. Typically for these measures, 
the proportion of variance at the school level was 3-25%, with the 
rest being attributed to between student differences.

6
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How Different are the Ratings of 
Student Groups from Their School 
Averages?

CHAPTER 2

Students’ experiences of the school environment are 

likely to differ across the student body, as shown in 

the previous chapter. For the purpose of supporting 

equity, school leaders need to understand if systematic 

differences exist across groups of students. They want 

to ensure students of all backgrounds are being served 

well by the school and see that inequities and barriers 

that exist in the broader society—such as stereotypes 

and differences in family resources—are not reinforced 

within the school. They may also want to work to see 

if initiatives designed to support a specific student 

group (e.g., male students, or students with an IEP) 

are influencing the experiences of students who are in 

that group. However, looking at data by student group 

increases the complexity of data use. We therefore 

examined the extent to which school averages typically 

reflected the experiences of student groups, to better 

understand the extent to which school averages could 

appropriately be used by schools to understand their 

school climate. 

We examined groups of students based on gender, 

grade, race/ethnicity, and IEP status, separately for 

middle and high school grades, comparing their survey 

responses to their school’s average. First, we report 

whether each group consistently differed from their 

school average on each measure—identifying whether 

certain groups regularly experienced school climate 

differently across many schools in the district. We then 

discuss how different schools varied from the typical 

patterns—whether some groups showed particularly 

large differences from the school average in particular 

schools. We combined multiple years of data together 

to provide a larger number of students on which to 

base measurement of group differences, allowing for 

more stability in the group averages at each school. The 

Technical Appendix provides details on the statistical 

models. 

All of the measures are in standard deviation (s.d.) 

units, which allows for uniform comparisons among 

them.13   In order to distinguish which of many statisti-

cally significant differences are of a size that is note-

worthy, we applied a rule of thumb used in education 

research which is that 0.2 s.d. would be considered a 

small-to-moderate size difference, equal to about 8  

percentile points (or moving from approximately the 

50th to the 58th percentile). We focus here on differ-

ences that are 0.2 s.d. difference from the average. 

Only a few group differences exist 
systematically districtwide
We found only one comparison in which group aver-

ages differed from school averages at the 0.2 s.d. level, 

systematically across schools in the district. We then 

expanded to identify smaller differences—those of at 

least 0.1 s.d. between group and school averages, which 

is a difference of about 4 percentile points (i.e., the 50th 

vs. the 54th percentile). We identified six modest dif-

ferences of at least 0.1 s.d., where groups systematically 

reported lower or higher than average at their school. 

This means that systematic differences between group 

averages and their school averages tended to be small, 

when averaged across the district. We found:

13	 We standardize each measure, making the average equal to zero 
a s.d. from the average equal to 1. This enables us to compare one 
measure to another on the same scale. This method also allows 
us to sift out potentially more meaningful differences from a sea 

of statistically significant results, by looking for differences that 
are at least 0.1 s.d. in size. Due to our large sample size, nearly all 
differences are statistically significant.

7
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No differences by gender: On average, within school 

differences in ratings of school climate by male and 

female students were not larger than 0.1 on any of the 

measures.

Differences in safety by grade level: Eighth-graders 

systematically reported feeling modestly more safe 

in middle school than the average in their school, and 

sixth-graders reported feeling modestly less safe. Other 

measures showed small differences by grade level, on 

average, relative to school averages.

Students with IEPs reported stronger peer support 

in the middle grades: The largest systematic differ-

ence was seen for students with disabilities (students 

with IEPs) in middle school. They reported greater Peer 

Support for Academic Work than typical at their schools 

of 0.20 s.d. 

Asian students’ reports differed in several ways: There 

were some differences in the reports of Asian students, 

relative to their school peers. In the middle grades, 

Asian students systematically reported more positive 

Peer Relationships and higher Student-Teacher Trust 

than other students in their school as a whole. In high 

school, Asian students reported feeling less safe,  

although they still reported higher Student-Teacher 

Trust than other students in their school.

Despite these differences, overall, the differences 

between average survey measures for each group and 

their school’s average were extremely small in most cases. 

(The specific differences for each group on each 

measure can be found in Appendix C.) Of the 189 dif-

ference values estimated (grouped by measure by grade 

level—a subset of which are shown in Table 1), only 3% 

were greater than or equal to 0.1 (or about 4 percentile 

points). Most, 85%, were less than 0.05 s.d., and 26% 

were between 0.05 and 0.01 s.d.14   All of the compari-

sons are available in Appendix C.

This suggests that school averages are generally 

representative of students’ ratings across groups. At the 

same time, it does not mean that students in all groups 

have the same experiences in the district as a whole. 

Schools serve very different populations of students, 

and students from some groups may be more likely to 

attend schools with low or high average survey reports. 

This analysis only looks at differences in reports among 

students in the same school, not differences in average 

scores across schools.

Some differences emerge for Black 
students when they are in the 
minority in their school
In addition, in some cases, students in the group repre-

sented a majority of the students in their school. In par-

ticular, there are many schools in CPS where Black or 

Latinx students comprise the vast majority of the stu-

dent population, and there are some elementary schools 

where White students comprise a majority of students. 

When students are a small group in the school, they 

may be less likely to be as well represented by the aver-

age than when they are a large majority in the school. 

This could be why Asian students were the only group 

defined by race/ethnicity to show consistently dif-

ferent reports—they were more likely to represent a 

small proportion of their school’s student body than 

White, Black, or Latinx students. Thus, we conducted a 

further analysis that specifically looked at the reports 

of students in race and ethnic groups when their group 

was a minority of the students in a school. (See Table 

B.1 in Appendix B for the percentage of schools in

which each race/ethnicity groups were in the majority

in CPS.) Differences from the school average in major-

ity and non-majority contexts for White and Latinx 

students were few and none reached the level of 0.1 s.d., 

but there were differences for Black students when  

they were in the minority racial group in their school. 

(See Technical Appendix for details of this analysis.)

Black students reported less positively on two measures  

when they were a minority in their school: When Black 

students were in a middle or high school where they 

14	 Note because these are differences from students’ school average,  
they do not represent districtwide differences among the groups.  
If students in a particular group are more likely to attend schools 
where all students reported high or low school climate, that 
group could experience very different environments from students  

in the district as a whole, while reporting similarly about climate 
as their school peers. Many schools in Chicago predominantly 
serve students of one primary racial or ethnic group, and those 
schools could differ systematically from other schools in their 
average survey reports.

8
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represented less than one-half of the students in the 

school, they reported less positively about their school 

climate than other students in their schools on two 

measures: Student-Teacher Trust (different by -0.19 s.d. 

in middle grades and -0.12 in high school) and Student 

Peer Relationships (different by -0.10 s.d in middle 

grades and -0.10 in high school).15    

Thus, for Black students, the context of attending a 

school where they were a minority vs. one in which they 

were the majority mattered for some measures of rela-

tionships with teachers and peers. It suggests that, par-

ticularly in schools where Black students are a minority 

of the school population, it is important to look at group 

information by race on the relationship measures when 

working to improve the school climate. Table 1 provides 

a full summary.

Group reports tend to mirror the 
school average 
Even when a group’s report was different than their 

school average, their responses tended to reflect the 

overall average for the school. Students in groups at 

schools with high survey reports tended to report more 

positively than students in the same group at other 

schools that had lower average reports. As an example, 

Figure 3 shows the average survey reports for students 

with IEPs and students without IEPs at every school 

with middle grades in the district. As in prior caterpil-

lar plots, schools are ordered from left-to-right based 

on the school averages on this measure (low to high). 

This is the survey measure that shows the largest 

group differences. In most schools, the dots represent-

ing students with IEPs are above the dots represent-

ing students without IEPs, indicating they responded 

more positively, though there are exceptions. Despite a 

clear difference in reports for students with IEPs and 

students without IEPs, students with IEPs at schools 

with lower average reports of Peer Support (those on the 

left side of the figure) tended to report more negatively 

than students with IEPs at schools with higher average 

reports of Peer Support (those on the right side of the 

figure). The differences by group were not so dissimilar 

within schools that they outweighed the differences 

between schools with higher and lower average scores.

The same pattern is observed for other groups and 

other measures. Group reports are not identical to their 

school averages, but each group tended to report more 

positively when at schools where the overall average  

report was high than at a school with low average reports  

across all students.

TABLE 1

Size of group differences from school average, across the district

Gender Grade level Race and ethnicity IEP

Peer Support for 
Academic Work

6 7 8 9 10 11 12 Asian 
MS

Asian 
HS

Black
MS*

Black
HS*

Latinx White MS HS

Student Peer 
Relationships

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

Academic 
Personalism

– – – – – – – – – – – – –

Safety – – – – – – – – – – – – –

School Safety – – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

School 
Connectedness

– – – – – – – – – – – – – – – –

Student-Teacher 
Trust

– – – – – – – – – – – –

Note  * Differences were greater than 0.1 for Black students only when not the majority group in the school. 

   “MS” is middle school (or middle grades), “HS” is high school. Middle and high school “no difference” comparisons for the same gender, race, and ethnic  
    groups were combined into the same cells to reduce the table size.

No difference Modest difference (0.1-0.2 s.d.) Moderate difference (>= 0.2 s.d.)

15	 In the analyses that did not separate schools by whether groups 
were the majority/minority, the differences between Black students’ 

average and their school average were close to zero (-0.03 s.d. for 
Student-Teacher Trust and 0.0 s.d. for Peer Relationships).

9



Chapter 2  |  How Different are the Ratings of Student Groups from Their School Averages?

16	 The average difference across schools is listed as well as the 
group differences where the group had the lowest reports for the 
measure relative to other schools (at the 16th percentile across 
schools) and schools where the group had the highest reports on 
the measure relative to other schools (at the 84th percentile).

17 	There are some schools at which the difference in sixth grade 
students’ reports on School Safety are 0.3 s.d. below the 
school as a whole, which is a moderately-sized difference. 
Furthermore, there are some schools where seventh graders 
also report lower levels of Safety than students at other grade 
levels, while at other schools seventh graders report higher 
levels of Safety than students at other grade levels.

Examples of larger group differences for Individual 

schools. There are a few instances in which individual 

schools did show larger differences between a group 

rating and their school average on a given measure. To 

illustrate this, Table C.1 in Appendix C provides the 

range of group differences for each group and measure 

combination.16  

The largest of these differences was 0.35 s.d. at 

schools where students with IEPs showed the largest 

positive difference relative to their school average in 

Peer Support for Academic Work. There were also some 

schools in which students with IEPs reported lower 

levels of School Safety than in the school as a whole (by 

0.24 s.d. at schools with much lower reports for students  

with IEPs).17   Despite these differences in some schools, 

the group differences on most measures tended to be 

less than 0.2 s.d. at all schools. 

Students with IEPs and those without reporting on 
Peer Support for Academic Work

FIGURE 3
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Interpretive Summary

Average reports on school survey measures are meaning-

ful. They matter for all students, even though there were 

differences among students and across groups in their 

experiences within the same school. Schools with high 

average survey reports among all students tended to have 

high reports for groups of students from particular iden-

tity groups in the school; the same was true for schools 

with low average survey reports for whom the reports of 

groups also tended to be low. In general, the differences 

between group reports and their school averages were 

small, especially when accounting for potential random  

fluctuations due to small group sizes. This means that 

efforts to improve the overall school climate for all 

students tend to benefit students in specific identity 

categories as well—a rising tide lifts all boats. The best 

indicator of how a student will experience the climate of 

the school is the average for that school.

For the district, this means that there are not large 

differences of students’ reports of their experiences in 

their school—relative to their school average—based on 

identity characteristics such as gender, race, ethnicity, 

grade level, or IEP status. For school practitioners, this 

finding provides assurance that school average climate 

measures offer reliable data for setting goals and track-

ing change in ways that are meaningful for all student 

groups. Families considering school options can also 

look to these averages for the best information about 

the climate their student is likely to experience.

At the same time, this does not mean there is equity 

in student survey reports across schools. There were 

some schools where substantial proportions of students 

did not report positively about their school climate, and 

this matters for student outcomes. As schools pursue 

improvement efforts, it is essential to seek out and 

listen directly to students who are least positive about 

their experiences. It is also possible for some students 

to report positively, even in schools with the lowest 

overall ratings, while many others do not. If adults 

focus primarily on students who are most engaged or 

successful, they may miss the struggles of others.

Furthermore, it is important to recognize that 

there are groups of students who tend to report fewer 

positive experiences than others in their school on 

particular aspects of school climate. In some cases, 

these differences rise to a modest level. For example, in 

some schools, Asian students or sixth-graders reported 

feeling less safe. In schools where they were a minority, 

Black students often reported lower levels of Teacher-

Student Trust or weaker Peer Relationships than other 

students in their school. The New York study mentioned 

earlier also found that Black students systematically 

reported lower Teacher-Student Trust than their school 

peers—it is a pattern that occurs in multiple cities, and 

in both the middle grades and high school in Chicago. 

These common patterns warrant attention, not just 

from individual schools, but from districts or states  

to address societal challenges that affect students’ 

experience in school, such as racial bias. 

When group reports consistently diverge from 

school averages—especially when differences are large, 

involve substantial numbers of students, or persist over 

multiple years—schools should consider these findings 

as signals to take action. School staff can engage with 

students in these groups to better understand their 

experiences and gather ideas for improvement. Diving 

deeper into student experience data does not stop with 

students. Building a positive learning climate is a col-

lective endeavor that includes adults in the building 

working collaboratively to understand their roles in 

creating and maintaining a supportive environment. 

Our research shows that principals’ strongest lever 

for increasing student learning is through improving 

school climate, and the strongest mechanism through 

which that can be accomplished is teacher leadership.18

18	 Allensworth & Hart (2018).
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 Interpretive Summary 

Using school average and group 
data for improvement
Schools interested in using school average and group 

data to inform their improvement practices can begin by 

examining their overall averages on different measures, 

comparing their own results to those of other schools or 

previous years, and identifying any significant differ-

ences by student group on individual measures. After 

pinpointing which measures and groups show notable 

differences from school averages, schools can reflect on 

the factors behind these disparities and develop targeted 

strategies for improvement. This process should include 

opportunities for individual-level conversations and 

focus groups to ensure that all student voices, especially 

those not reflected in averages, are heard.

In order for data to be a useful tool for school improve-

ment it must be seen as a tool for problem-solving that 

embraces collective responsibility, not assigning blame. 

Ongoing and meaningful use of this and other data can be 

supported by professional learning that builds a school’s 

capacity to both understand and guide conversations 

about data. Resources and strategies for this type of work 

have been developed by the UChicago Consortium’s part-

ners working directly with schools, including the Network 

for College Success, the Middle Grades Network, and the 

Learning and Development Group.19  

It is important to remember that data is a guide, not 

an answer. Data can often spark more questions than 

it resolves, but it provides a foundation for asking the 

right questions. Looking at school averages alongside 

student group data should be seen as an invitation to 

deepen our understanding of student experiences and 

to engage in meaningful inquiry that will drive im-

provement for all students.

19	 Moeller, Seeskin, & Nagaoka (2018); Pitcher, Duncan, Nagaoka, 
Moeller, Dickerson, & Beechum (2016). See the websites of the 
Middle Grades Network Resources, the Network for College  
Success Resource Hub, and the Learning and Development Group 
for more information.
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Appendix A

Appendix A
5Essentials Student Survey Measures 

Academic Personalism:
How much do you disagree or agree with the following statements about your [TARGET] class? 

1  Strongly disagree         2  Disagree         3  Agree         4  Strongly agree

• The teacher for this class…

• Helps me catch up if I am behind .  

• Is willing to give extra help on schoolwork if I need it.

• Notices if I have trouble learning something.

• Gives me specific suggestions about how I can improve my work in this class.

• Explains things in a different way if I don’t understand something in class.

Peer Support for Academic Work:
How many students in your [TARGET] class…

1  None         2  A few         3  About half         4  Most         5  All

• Feel it is important to attend school every day?	 .

• Feel it is important to pay attention in class?

• Think doing homework is important?

• Try hard to get good grades?

Safety:
How safe do you feel…

1  Not safe         2  Somewhat safe         3  Mostly safe         4  very safe

• In the hallways of the school? .  

• In the bathrooms of the school?

•	 Outside around the school?

• Traveling between home and school?

School Connectedness:
How much do you disagree or agree with the following statements about your school? 

1  Strongly disagree         2  Disagree         3  Agree         4  Strongly agree

• I feel like a real part of my school .  

• People here notice when I’m good at something.

• Other students in my school take my opinions seriously.

• I’m included in lots of activities at school.
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School Safety:
How much do you disagree or agree with the following statements about your school? 

1  Strongly disagree         2  Disagree         3  Agree         4  Strongly agree

• I worry about crime and violence in this school.

• Students at this school are often teased or picked on.

• Students at this school are often threatened or bullied.

Student-Peer Relationships:
How much do you disagree or agree with the following statements about your school? 

1  Strongly disagree         2  Disagree         3  Agree         4  Strongly agree

• 	Like to put others down.

• 	Help each other learn.

• Don’t get along together very well.

•	 Treat each other with respect.

Student-Teacher Trust:
How much do you disagree or agree with the following statements about your school? 

1  Strongly disagree         2  Disagree         3  Agree         4  Strongly agree

• I feel safe with my teachers at this school.

• I feel comfortable with my teachers at this school.

• My teachers always keep their promises.

• My teachers always listen to students’ ideas.

• My teachers treat me with respect.
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Appendix B
Details on the Proportion of Schools with Majority Populations  
on One Racial/Ethnic Group

For the largest three race/ethnicity groups in the district— 

Black, White, and Latinx students—almost no differences  

from the school average were found to be substantial. 

Yet, in CPS, schools are largely segregated by race/

ethnicity, making these groups the majority in many 

schools, and therefore their ratings set the average. 

We conducted a follow-up analysis in which we looked 

separately for differences where students in these groups 

represented the majority or minority in their school. 

Table B.1 shows the number of schools in which these 

race/ethnicity groups were in the majority in CPS.

TABLE B.1

Proportion of schools with majority race/ethnicity 
across years 2016–19

Elementary High School

Majority 
Black

46.2% – 47.5% 49.4% – 54.1%

Majority 
Latinx

36.8% – 37.7% 40%

Majority 
White

4% – 6% 0%

Note: A majority is defined as more than 50% of the school population. 

Total number of schools in 2016: 451 elementary schools and 183 high schools. 

Total number of schools in 2017: 445 elementary schools and 176 high schools. 

Total number of schools in 2018: 446 elementary schools and 173 high schools. 

Total number of schools in 2019: 450 elementary schools and 170 high schools. 

Asian students were the majority in 0.7% of elementary schools.
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Appendix C
Details on Group Differences from Statistical Models

The average group difference from their school mean on 

each measure is shown in Table C.1, in s.d. units. Also 

shown are the values for schools that had very low reports  

for that group relative to other schools, at about the 16th 

percentile, and schools that had very high reports for that  

group relative to other schools, at about the 84th percentile.

Grade 
level

Survey Measure Group Schools with 
Low Reports 
for this group

Average 
Difference for 

Group

Schools with 
High Reports 
for this group

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work IEP 0.04 0.20 0.35

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work No IEP -0.06 -0.03 -0.01

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work Female -0.11 -0.07 -0.04

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work Male 0.04 0.08 0.11

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work Grade 6 -0.09 0.07 0.23

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work Grade 7 -0.19 -0.04 0.11

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work Grade 8 -0.19 -0.03 0.12

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work Black 0.00 0.00 0.01

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work Asian 0.02 0.04 0.07

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work Latinx -0.01 0.00 0.00

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work Multi-race -0.14 -0.08 -0.01

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work Other race -0.13 -0.01 0.12

 Middle Peer Support for Academic Work White -0.03 -0.02 0.00

 Middle Peer Relationships IEP -0.10 0.03 0.16

 Middle Peer Relationships No IEP -0.02 0.00 0.02

 Middle Peer Relationships Female -0.12 -0.07 -0.02

 Middle Peer Relationships Male 0.02 0.08 0.13

 Middle Peer Relationships Grade 6 -0.18 0.01 0.19

 Middle Peer Relationships Grade 7 -0.20 -0.03 0.14

 Middle Peer Relationships Grade 8 -0.16 0.02 0.20

 Middle Peer Relationships Black -0.03 -0.02 -0.01

 Middle Peer Relationships Asian 0.07 0.10 0.13

 Middle Peer Relationships Latinx 0.00 0.00 0.01

 Middle Peer Relationships Multi-race -0.16 -0.03 0.09

 Middle Peer Relationships Other race -0.10 0.00 0.11

 Middle Peer Relationships White 0.00 0.02 0.04

 Middle Academic Personalism IEP -0.15 -0.02 0.12

 Middle Academic Personalism No IEP -0.02 0.00 0.02

 Middle Academic Personalism Female -0.02 0.01 0.04

 Middle Academic Personalism Male -0.04 -0.01 0.02

 Middle Academic Personalism Grade 6 -0.12 0.05 0.22

 Middle Academic Personalism Grade 7 -0.19 -0.03 0.14

TABLE C.1

Differences of group reports from school average on each measure
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Grade 
level

Survey Measure Group Schools with 
Low Reports 
for this group

Average 
Difference for 

Group

Schools with 
High Reports 
for this group

 Middle Academic Personalism Grade 8 -0.20 -0.03 0.14

 Middle Academic Personalism Black 0.01 0.01 0.02

 Middle Academic Personalism Asian -0.01 0.04 0.08

 Middle Academic Personalism Latinx -0.01 -0.01 0.00

 Middle Academic Personalism Multi-race -0.26 -0.08 0.11

 Middle Academic Personalism Other race -0.10 -0.01 0.09

 Middle Academic Personalism White -0.04 -0.01 0.01

 Middle School Connectedness IEP -0.20 -0.08 0.04

 Middle School Connectedness No IEP -0.01 0.01 0.03

 Middle School Connectedness Female -0.08 -0.03 0.02

 Middle School Connectedness Male -0.02 0.03 0.08

 Middle School Connectedness Grade 6 -0.13 0.02 0.16

 Middle School Connectedness Grade 7 -0.16 -0.03 0.10

 Middle School Connectedness Grade 8 -0.14 0.01 0.16

 Middle School Connectedness Black 0.00 0.00 0.01

 Middle School Connectedness Asian 0.02 0.06 0.10

 Middle School Connectedness Latinx -0.02 -0.01 -0.01

 Middle School Connectedness Multi-race -0.16 0.01 0.19

 Middle School Connectedness Other race -0.15 0.01 0.16

 Middle School Connectedness White 0.01 0.04 0.06

 Middle Safety IEP -0.23 -0.08 0.06

 Middle Safety No IEP -0.01 0.01 0.03

 Middle Safety Female -0.08 -0.03 0.01

 Middle Safety Male -0.02 0.03 0.08

 Middle Safety Grade 6 -0.22 -0.08 0.07

 Middle Safety Grade 7 -0.14 0.00 0.13

 Middle Safety Grade 8 -0.05 0.09 0.22

 Middle Safety Black -0.02 -0.01 -0.01

 Middle Safety Asian -0.06 -0.03 -0.01

 Middle Safety Latinx 0.00 0.00 0.01

 Middle Safety Multi-race -0.01 0.04 0.10

 Middle Safety Other race -0.05 0.02 0.10

 Middle Safety White 0.03 0.04 0.06

 Middle School Safety IEP -0.24 -0.09 0.06

 Middle School Safety No IEP -0.01 0.01 0.04

 Middle School Safety Female -0.08 -0.04 -0.01

 Middle School Safety Male 0.01 0.05 0.09

 Middle School Safety Grade 6 -0.30 -0.12 0.07

 Middle School Safety Grade 7 -0.18 -0.01 0.15

 Middle School Safety Grade 8 -0.04 0.14 0.31

 Middle School Safety Black -0.01 0.00 0.00

 Middle School Safety Asian -0.02 0.01 0.03

 Middle School Safety Latinx -0.01 -0.01 0.00

 Middle School Safety Multi-race -0.02 0.05 0.11

 Middle School Safety Other race -0.18 -0.07 0.04
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Grade 
level

Survey Measure Group Schools with 
Low Reports 
for this group

Average 
Difference for 

Group

Schools with 
High Reports 
for this group

 Middle School Safety White 0.02 0.04 0.06

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust IEP -0.11 0.01 0.13

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust No IEP -0.02 0.00 0.02

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust Female -0.04 0.00 0.05

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust Male -0.05 0.00 0.04

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust Grade 6 -0.13 0.04 0.21

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust Grade 7 -0.19 -0.03 0.13

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust Grade 8 -0.18 -0.01 0.15

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust Black -0.04 -0.03 -0.02

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust Asian 0.06 0.11 0.17

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust Latinx 0.00 0.01 0.01

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust Multi-race -0.19 -0.08 0.04

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust Other race -0.04 0.07 0.18

 Middle Student-Teacher Trust White 0.00 0.02 0.04

High Peer Support for Academic Work IEP -0.02 0.09 0.21

High Peer Support for Academic Work No IEP -0.03 -0.02 0.00

High Peer Support for Academic Work Female -0.05 -0.02 0.00

High Peer Support for Academic Work Male 0.00 0.03 0.06

High Peer Support for Academic Work Grade 10 -0.15 -0.06 0.04

High Peer Support for Academic Work Grade 11 -0.07 0.02 0.10

High Peer Support for Academic Work Grade 12 -0.06 0.06 0.18

High Peer Support for Academic Work Grade 9 -0.11 -0.01 0.08

High Peer Support for Academic Work Black 0.00 0.01 0.02

High Peer Support for Academic Work Asian 0.05 0.09 0.14

High Peer Support for Academic Work Latinx -0.02 -0.01 -0.01

High Peer Support for Academic Work Multi-race -0.06 -0.01 0.03

High Peer Support for Academic Work Other race -0.07 0.02 0.12

High Peer Support for Academic Work White -0.02 -0.01 0.01

High Peer Relationships IEP -0.04 0.06 0.16

High Peer Relationships No IEP -0.02 -0.01 0.01

High Peer Relationships Female -0.13 -0.08 -0.04

High Peer Relationships Male 0.04 0.09 0.14

High Peer Relationships Grade 10 -0.13 -0.04 0.05

High Peer Relationships Grade 11 -0.09 -0.01 0.07

High Peer Relationships Grade 12 -0.12 -0.01 0.11

High Peer Relationships Grade 9 -0.06 0.05 0.16

High Peer Relationships Black -0.06 -0.04 -0.01

High Peer Relationships Asian 0.03 0.09 0.14

High Peer Relationships Latinx 0.00 0.01 0.02

High Peer Relationships Multi-race -0.07 -0.02 0.02

High Peer Relationships Other race -0.08 0.02 0.12

High Peer Relationships White 0.01 0.03 0.06

High Academic Personalism IEP -0.09 -0.01 0.07

High Academic Personalism No IEP -0.01 0.00 0.01

High Academic Personalism Female -0.01 0.02 0.05
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Grade 
level

Survey Measure Group Schools with 
Low Reports 
for this group

Average 
Difference for 

Group

Schools with 
High Reports 
for this group

High Academic Personalism Male -0.06 -0.02 0.01

High Academic Personalism Grade 10 -0.16 -0.05 0.05

High Academic Personalism Grade 11 -0.10 -0.01 0.09

High Academic Personalism Grade 12 -0.08 0.03 0.14

High Academic Personalism Grade 9 -0.07 0.03 0.14

High Academic Personalism Black 0.02 0.02 0.03

High Academic Personalism Asian -0.04 0.03 0.09

High Academic Personalism Latinx -0.03 -0.02 -0.01

High Academic Personalism Multi-race -0.05 0.02 0.09

High Academic Personalism Other race -0.09 0.03 0.14

High Academic Personalism White -0.03 -0.01 0.02

High School Connectedness IEP -0.10 -0.01 0.08

High School Connectedness No IEP -0.01 0.00 0.02

High School Connectedness Female -0.08 -0.04 -0.01

High School Connectedness Male 0.01 0.05 0.09

High School Connectedness Grade 10 -0.11 -0.04 0.03

High School Connectedness Grade 11 -0.05 0.01 0.07

High School Connectedness Grade 12 -0.06 0.04 0.14

High School Connectedness Grade 9 -0.08 0.00 0.08

High School Connectedness Black -0.01 0.02 0.04

High School Connectedness Asian 0.00 0.07 0.14

High School Connectedness Latinx -0.05 -0.04 -0.02

High School Connectedness Multi-race 0.00 0.09 0.17

High School Connectedness Other race -0.15 -0.01 0.14

High School Connectedness White 0.04 0.08 0.12

High Safety IEP -0.11 -0.04 0.03

High Safety No IEP 0.00 0.01 0.02

High Safety Female -0.08 -0.05 -0.01

High Safety Male 0.02 0.05 0.09

High Safety Grade 10 -0.10 -0.04 0.02

High Safety Grade 11 -0.05 0.01 0.06

High Safety Grade 12 -0.06 0.03 0.13

High Safety Grade 9 -0.07 0.01 0.08

High Safety Black -0.01 0.00 0.01

High Safety Asian -0.16 -0.11 -0.06

High Safety Latinx -0.02 -0.01 0.00

High Safety Multi-race 0.04 0.09 0.15

High Safety Other race -0.14 0.00 0.13

High Safety White 0.06 0.09 0.12

High School Safety IEP -0.17 -0.06 0.05

High School Safety No IEP -0.01 0.01 0.03

High School Safety Female -0.12 -0.08 -0.03

High School Safety Male 0.04 0.08 0.13

High School Safety Grade 10 -0.13 -0.04 0.05

High School Safety Grade 11 -0.07 0.01 0.10
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Grade 
level

Survey Measure Group Schools with 
Low Reports 
for this group

Average 
Difference for 

Group

Schools with 
High Reports 
for this group

High School Safety Grade 12 -0.04 0.05 0.15

High School Safety Grade 9 -0.12 -0.02 0.08

High School Safety Black -0.01 0.00 0.02

High School Safety Asian -0.11 -0.08 -0.05

High School Safety Latinx -0.01 0.00 0.01

High School Safety Multi-race -0.05 0.02 0.10

High School Safety Other race -0.13 -0.03 0.08

High School Safety White -0.01 0.01 0.04

High Student-Teacher Trust IEP -0.07 0.01 0.09

High Student-Teacher Trust No IEP -0.01 0.00 0.01

High Student-Teacher Trust Female -0.04 -0.01 0.03

High Student-Teacher Trust Male -0.03 0.01 0.05

High Student-Teacher Trust Grade 10 -0.14 -0.06 0.02

High Student-Teacher Trust Grade 11 -0.07 0.00 0.07

High Student-Teacher Trust Grade 12 -0.08 0.03 0.14

High Student-Teacher Trust Grade 9 -0.06 0.03 0.12

High Student-Teacher Trust Black -0.05 -0.03 -0.02

High Student-Teacher Trust Asian 0.05 0.13 0.21

High Student-Teacher Trust Latinx -0.01 0.01 0.03

High Student-Teacher Trust Multi-race -0.11 -0.02 0.07

High Student-Teacher Trust Other race -0.12 0.02 0.17

High Student-Teacher Trust White -0.03 0.01 0.05

Note: Other race includes Native American/Alaskan Native, Asian/Pacific Islander and Pacific Islander/Hawaiian.
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methods researcher with a background in psychology and adult development. Before joining the UChicago 
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OUR MISSION With the goal of supporting stronger and more equitable educational outcomes for 

students, the UChicago Consortium conducts research of high technical quality that informs and 

assesses policy and practice in the Chicago Public Schools. We seek to expand communication 
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