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Introduction

School climate plays a key role in students’ academic outcomes. Positive 
climates are associated with improvement in numerous educational out-
comes—including higher attendance, graduation, and college enrollment 
rates, lower suspensions, and increased learner engagement, motivation, 
and self-efficacy.1

1	 Voight & Nation (2016); Sun, Penner, & Loeb (2017); Aspen 
Institute (2020) https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/
coming-back-to-climate-how-principals-can-use-school- 
climate-data-to-lead-improvement/

2	 Cohen, McCabe, Michelli, & Pickeral (2009).

3	 Allensworth, Nagaoka, & Johnson (2018).
4	 We use nine years of data but are calculating eight years of 

change (i.e., from the survey in spring 2011 to spring 2012 is a 
year of change but two years of data).

The term “school climate” refers broadly to those 

characteristics of schools, as organizations, which are 

experienced by students, teachers, administrators, and 

others in the school community.2  Well-designed and 

validated surveys of students and school staff are one 

of the most effective ways to measure and monitor the 

learning environment and guide school improvement 

efforts. Yet, using survey data in school improvement 

planning can raise questions about whether the data 

represent reliable information, how much a school can 

actually hope to improve, and where to start improve-

ment efforts.

In this age of information, many school leaders feel 

inundated with data meant to inform their decision mak-

ing. Many practitioners are aware of the importance of a 

school’s climate and culture for student learning. What 

many want to know is can it be changed? Can any school 

improve its learning environment? Two properties that 

make a data metric useful for identifying areas for atten-

tion and tracking progress are their predictiveness and 

malleability.3  Predictiveness means the metric can  

forecast an outcome; that provides a lever for future 

change. Ideally, you want evidence of a causal linkage, 

meaning that changing the indicator will also change the 

outcome. Malleability means the metric can be changed 

with effort. You want to know that your work will be 

likely to make a difference in the metrics you track. 

Past studies have shown the 5Essentials Survey to be 

highly reliable and predictive of student outcomes, with 

evidence that the relationship is causal (see box titled 

What is the 5Essentials Survey? on p.3). 

If schools, districts, and communities are to engage  

in the efforts necessary to improve their schools, they 

need to know the indicators they are using to guide  

their work are indeed movable. This study examines the 

malleability of school climate using longitudinal, district-

wide 5Essentials Survey data to measure how much 

schools changed in Chicago over eight years.4  A separate 

technical report provides more detail on methodology.  

We have also heard school and district researchers 

ask, “Where should we start?” There are many aspects to 

school climate, and they are interrelated. A school that is 

https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/coming-back-to-climate-how-principals-can-use-school-climate-data-to-lead-improvement/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/coming-back-to-climate-how-principals-can-use-school-climate-data-to-lead-improvement/
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/publications/coming-back-to-climate-how-principals-can-use-school-climate-data-to-lead-improvement/
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5	 Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, S., & Easton (2010).
6	 Besides classroom teachers, counselors, librarians, coaches, 

and specialists were included in early surveys. Starting in 
2016, paraprofessionals were added to certain school climate 
measures.

7	 Response rates were close to 80% for both students (6-12th 
grade) and teachers, with the exception of the first two years. 
In 2011 and 2012, surveys student response rates were 74%, 
while teachers were 49% in 2011 and 65% in 2012. These were 
the first two years the survey was given online.

strong on one essential in the 5Essentials Survey might 

find it easier to change another essential. Likewise, it 

might be difficult to change one essential if another is 

weak. But it is not clear which essentials may serve as a 

base for the other essentials. A foundational study from 

2010 found evidence that strong leadership can be a 

catalyst for change.5  Beyond this, the interdependencies 

of the other areas of school organization have not been 

clearly demonstrated. Therefore, this study examines  

interrelationships among all the essentials, and the  

degree to which each essential is more likely to grow, 

based on strength in each of the other essentials.

In this brief we examine these questions regarding 

the malleability of school climate as measured by the 

5Essentials Survey:

1. How much change do we see in the 5Essentials 

Survey over time?

2. Do factors such as school size, enrollment stability,

and poverty affect the rate of improvement?

3. Is there an order to organizational change (i.e., 

which aspect of school climate should come first)?

Key Findings

• The practices of schools made a difference for
the experiences of students, teachers, and
school staff.

• Of the five essentials measured by the 5Essentials
Survey, Ambitious Instruction was the most
malleable, growing more than other essentials
at both school levels and in both periods.

• There was no consistent relationship between
structural factors, such as the size of the school,
student mobility, or poverty, and growth on the
essentials. However, one factor that did influence
growth was where a school started in its essential
scores.

• Some essentials had influence on growth in other
essentials. Although, it is not the case that there
is a hierarchy to the essentials where one must
be improved for others to be improved.

• For instance, schools that were strong on
Effective Leaders were more likely to show
growth in each of the other essentials.

• Supportive Environment was the only other
essential that had influence on all the others.

Data and methodology
This study examines how schools as organizations 

change over time, using school-level data on each of  

the five essentials scores. A school’s essential score is  

an average of the measure scores that make up the  

essential. See Figure A on p.3 for a description of  

the underlying measures in each essential. We divide 

our annual survey data into two equal periods with one 

overlapping school year; the first includes the 2010–11 

through 2014–15 school years and the second includes 

2014–15 through 2018–19. When we refer to a “starting  

point” for a school, it is their score at the beginning of 

one of these periods (2010–11 for the first period, or 

2014–15 for the second period). In these school years, 

surveys were given to students in sixth through twelfth 

grade and teachers6 in all grades.7  Details of analytical 

methods can be found in our Technical Appendix. 
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A	 Note that some (but not all) of the survey questions com-
pleted by teachers are also completed by non-teaching staff 
in schools (e.g. teacher assistants, counselors, librarians, etc.).

B	 While a parent survey is given in Chicago Public Schools (CPS), 
this survey is constructed and administered by CPS and is not 
part of the 5Essentials Survey.

C	 For details, see Hart, Young, Chen, Zou, & Allensworth (2020).

What is the 5Essentials Survey?  

The 5Essentials Survey captures the strength of five 
different essential supports through survey ques-
tions (also called items) completed by teachersA 
and students.B Underlying concepts that make up 
each essential, such as Instructional Leadership or 
Student-Teacher Trust, are captured using groups of 
items (called “measures”). These measures are further 
grouped into scores for each of the five essentials:  
1) Effective Leaders, 2) Collaborative Teachers,
3) Supportive Environment, 4) Involved Families,
and 5) Ambitious Instruction. Figure A identifies the
measures included in each essential support score.
For a description of each of the measures in the
essentials, see Appendix A.

What is the relationship between the 5Essentials 
Survey and school improvement? 
All of the 22 survey measures have been shown 
to be positively and significantly associated with 
schools’ improvement in different outcomes, using 
rigorous methods that attempted to look for causal 
relationships and adjust for potential alternative 
explanations. Both: 1) starting out the year with 
strength in 5Essentials Survey measures from the  
prior school year and; 2) improving on measures 
during the course of the year, relative to the prior  
year, predict improved student outcomes in schools.C 

FIGURE A

The Five Essential Supports are Formed by 22 Separate Measures on the 5Essentials Survey

5Essentials and Early Ed Essentials surveys are comprised of Essentials, Measures, and Items

• Program Coherence T

• Teacher-Principal Trust T

• Teacher Influence T

• Instructional Leadership T

• Peer Support for
Academic Work S

• Academic Personalism S

• Safety S

• Student-Teacher Trust S

• School-Wide Future
Orientation HS, S

• Expectations for Post-
Secondary Education T

• Collaborative Practices T

• Collective Responsibility T

• Quality Professional
Development T

• School Commitment T

• Teacher-Teacher Trust T

• Teacher-Parent Trust T

• Parent Involvement in
School T

• Parent Influence on Decision
Making in Schools T

• English Instruction S

• Math Instruction S

• Academic Press T

• Quality of Student Discussion T

S  Student survey measure      HS  High-school student survey measure       T  Teacher Survey Measure       

Note: There are a total of 22 measures that are part of the 5Essentials Survey. However, each school only sees 20. Elementary 
schools have a slightly different set of measures from high schools, but each have 20.

Effective 
Leaders

Collaborative 
Teachers

Supportive 
Environment

Involved 
Families

Ambitious 
Instruction

Conceptual Framework: The 5Essential Supports

ESSENTIALS

MEASURES*

ITEMS

• Higher-order categories of organizational supports that are essential for improving student learning
• Comprised of multiple measures

• Capture survey respondents’ beliefs or experoences of a single construct
• Comprised of multiple items

• Individual survey questions that capture a range of beliefs and experiences
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Findings

The first step in examining malleability is to assess  

how much that measure changes over time, across  

different schools. We broke this span of eight years into 

two four-year periods.8  This reflects the length of a prin-

cipal contract, a period of time over which a school leader 

might hope to produce change in their school. It also 

allows us to observe differences in school growth under 

two different contexts—a time of strong district-wide 

improvement in school climate, and a time in which there 

was little change districtwide. Looking at them separate-

ly allows the opportunity to see how much schools might 

grow in periods of faster and slower districtwide growth.

In addition to different amounts of growth in  

different time periods districtwide, we found that 

schools varied considerably in how much their climates 

changed in each period. This suggests that the practices 

of schools can make a difference for the experiences of 

students, teachers, and school staff, even in periods of 

slow growth districtwide. We also found that the average 

annual amount of growth in an essential varied by:

• School level: Elementary schools grew more than

high schools. 

• Essential: Different essentials grew at different rates.

• Starting point: Schools that started lower tended to 

grow more. In other words, growth in the essentials

was inversely related to a school’s starting point at 

the beginning of the period. 

Figure 1 displays a districtwide trend line for each 

essential, elementary schools on top and high schools 

at the bottom. Each essential is a different color line. 

The axis along the left side shows the measure score  

(M score). When schools look at their online school 

reports, they see their score on each measure on this 

scale that goes from 1 to 99 with 50 as the average or 

benchmark. Above 60 is considered “strong” and above 

80 is “very strong.” 9   

Elementary schools in period one showed a faster 

pace of growth than high schools, indicated by steeper 

lines in the top half of the figure. The growth in the 

early period was so high for some elementary essentials 

that the starting point in the second period in 2015 

was as much as one standard deviation higher than the 

starting point for the first period in 2011. Ambitious 

Instruction was the essential that grew the most; this 

means the average (50th percentile) school in 2015 had 

scores that would have been at about the 84th percentile 

among schools in 2011. Of the five Essentials, Ambitious 

Instruction was the most malleable, growing more than 

other essentials at both school levels and in both periods. 

During this early period of faster growth in the district, 

elementary schools saw the least growth in Effective 

Leaders. For high schools, Involved Families grew the 

least in the first period.

In the second period, growth occurred at a much 

slower rate. In fact, high schools, on average, only saw 

Research Question 1

How much change do we see in essentials over time?

8	 We use nine years of data but are calculating eight years of change 
(from the survey in spring 2011 to spring 2012 is a year of change, 
but two years of data). The 2014–15 school year is overlapping. 
It was the last year in the first period and the first year in period 
two.

9	 The M score is a kind of standardized score that sets 50 as the 
average and 20 points as one standard deviation. This “average” 
is a benchmark that is set based on the average of a particular 

set of schools at a particular point in time. This benchmark is 
constant over a set of years so that schools can see progress 
without the average changing annually. Note the 1-99 M scores 
in this report are a standardized score with 50 being the average 
in 2011 in CPS. This is a different calculation than the M scores 
used in 5Essentials Survey online reports and was created to be 
similar but not identical to public reports. Online reports use the 
state of Illinois (including Chicago) for the benchmark.
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growth in the Ambitious Instruction essential. Among 

elementary schools, four essentials continued to grow, 

but the Supportive Environment Essential declined 

slightly. One reason for slowing growth may be the levels  

reached at the end of period one. A sizeable portion of 

elementary schools reached a ceiling on one or more 

scales, where there was little room for further improve-

ment.10  Even if there was still room to grow, schools 

might have opted to focus on another essential, since 

they were already at levels that were considered strong. 

Wide variation in the amount of change across  

different schools provided evidence that schools’  

policies and practices played an important role in 

establishing the school’s climate. 

We can see from this analysis that survey measures are 

malleable, because they changed over time by consider-

able amounts, but how much change is reasonable for a 

school goal? To gauge what is reasonable, we look at how 

much essential scores have changed in the past, under 

two different district conditions. Knowing how much 

schools with very strong growth changed their scores 

provides an indication that that amount of change is 

possible. Expecting change above the amount observed 

by even the most successful schools in the past would be 

asking school staff to accomplish something that others 

have not done before. 

Table 1 shows the amount of change per year, observed  

in different essentials in each of the two periods. In each 

period, schools ranged in how much change they saw in 

each essential. Therefore, we lined up schools in order 

of their amount of change and ranked them from slow 

growers (or even decliners) to fast growers. In Table 1 on 

p.6, the 75th percentile represents high growth for that 

period and the 25th percentile represents slower growth. 

In a period of high growth across the district (Period 1),  

schools with exceptional growth (75th percentile growth)  

grew by about three to six M score points per year (see 

the left-most column). This would be a very ambitious 

goal for a school.11  A school that grew by an average of 

four M points a year would grow 16 points over four 

years. This is 80% of a standard deviation and would be 

like going from a school at the 50th percentile to one at 

the 78th percentile. In a time without much districtwide 

growth, schools with exceptional growth changed only 

one-half that, by about one to three M score points per 

year. This would be a potentially obtainable goal, al-

though still ambitious in a time when other schools were 

not growing. A school that grew by two M score points 

a year would grow eight points over four years. This is 

about 40% of a standard deviation and would be like  

going from the 50th percentile to the 65th percentile. 

10	 A 99 M score could be reached if a school scored 2.45 standard 
deviations above the mean. At this point, more positive responses 
to the measure would not translate into a higher score than 99.

11	 The highest example in Table 1, a 6.2 M score points per year, would 
equal 24.8 M score points or nearly 1.25 standard deviations in 
four years. 

EARLY YEARS: 
2011–2015

LATER YEARS: 
2015–2019

Year

FIGURE 1

Growth in essentials varied by period, school level, and 
essentials
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Note: The 2015 points for early years and later years do not align as a function of 
coming from two separate analyses.
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As a general rule, two or three points is an ambitious  

but possible goal, keeping in mind that the higher a 

school starts, the slower growth will be. Keep in mind 

that growth estimates here are annual averages based 

on four years, and schools are likely to grow unevenly. 

They can use annual growth as feedback but measure 

true progress over multiple years.

TABLE 1

Growth on essential scores varied by time period, essential, and grade level

Growth observed per year on each essential: Schools with high, average, and low growth rates

Elementary Schools in Period 1 Elementary Schools in Period 2

High 
Growth

Average 
Growth 

Low 
Growth

High 
Growth 

Average 
Growth 

Low 
Growth

Ambitious Instruction 6.2 5.2 3.8 3.2 1.9 0.3

Collaborative Teachers 5.5 3.2 1.1 1.9 0.3 -1.5

Effective Leaders 3.5 1.5 -0.8 2.1 0.6 -0.9

Involved Families 5.0 3.5 2.2 1.9 1.0 -0.1

Supportive Environment 5.5 3.5 1.3 1.7 -0.5 -3.0

High Schools in Period 1 High Schools in Period 2

High 
Growth

Average 
Growth 

Low 
Growth

High 
Growth 

Average 
Growth 

Low 
Growth

Ambitious Instruction 4.4 3.9 3.4 1.4 1.3 1.1

Collaborative Teachers 4.0 1.8 0.0 1.0 -0.5 -2.3

Effective Leaders 3.8 1.9 -0.2 1.1 -0.4 -1.9

Involved Families 2.8 1.2 0.0 1.1 0.0 -1.1

Supportive Environment 2.8 1.8 0.7 0.6 -0.2 -1.2

Note: Growth is displayed in M score points. M scores are 20 points per standard deviation (10 M score points would be one-half a standard deviation). High 
growth schools are at the 75th percentile, and low growth are schools at the 25th. Period 1 was 2011–15 while Period 2 was 2015–19. 
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The initial 5Essentials Survey validation study identified  

three structural factors that influenced school improve- 

ment on the 5Essentials Survey: school size, enrollment  

stability, and school poverty.12  According to the original  

study, having a smaller school and enrollment stability 

were both beneficial, mainly through facilitating the 

development of relational trust. School poverty was 

found to reduce the likelihood of school improvement.  

We looked at the influence of these factors in more 

recent years. What we found, across many comparisons 

(by grade level, time period, and essential), were mixed 

results that indicated no consistent relationship between 

these structural factors and growth on the essentials. 

Smaller schools did tend to have higher starting points 

in 2011, but they did not have significantly larger 

growth on the essentials in either time period. School 

poverty and enrollment stability showed relationships 

with growth in some comparisons, but most comparisons  

did not show significant relationships. Schools with 

greater student mobility grew as much as other schools, 

and in a few cases, grew more. High-poverty schools 

grew less than other schools in a few cases, but it was 

not a determining factor. In more cases than not, high-

poverty schools grew at similar rates. These results are 

consistent with a previous study in which we found that 

schools with the highest proportions of low-income 

students could not only grow and improve their school 

climate and organization, but when they improved, they 

experienced a greater payoff in terms of improvement 

in outcomes than low-poverty schools.13   

One factor that did influence growth was the starting 

point of the school. In general, schools that started out 

with stronger essential scores showed less improvement,  

on average, than schools that started out with lower 

scores. This simply means that it is easier to show  

improvement when there is more room to grow. At  

some schools, reports were so strong that it would be 

hard to continue to show improvement. The relationship  

between starting scores and growth range mainly from 

moderate to strong: correlations are between -0.17 

and -0.73, depending on the measure, grade level and 

period. (See the Technical Appendix for details.)

Research Question 2

Do factors such as school size, enrollment stability, and 
poverty affect the rate of improvements?

12	 Original study was Bryk et. al. (2010). For the current study, we 
considered schools to be small if they had 350 or fewer students, 
consistent with Bryk et al. (2010). Low and high school poverty 

and enrollment stability were defined as the top vs. the bottom 
half of the distribution.

13	 Hart, Young, Chen, Kheraj, & Allensworth (2021).
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Understanding how much change is possible is one 

aspect of malleability. Another question often raised is 

how different essentials influence each other’s growth, 

and whether it is necessary to improve one essential first 

before working on other essentials. In the current study, 

we used the nine years of districtwide survey data to ex-

amine the relationship between growth in each essential 

with growth in each other essential. Findings illustrate 

several important aspects of school improvement. (A 

table of coefficients for the statistical models is available  

in Appendix B on p.14. The Technical Appendix describes  

the details of the methodology.) 

We found that a school’s prior year essential scores 

were likely to be similar to the current year’s essential 

scores. About 50% of the variation in an essential score 

could be predicted from the prior year’s score. If there 

was little relationship between how a school scored 

from year to year, it would raise serious questions about 

the reliability of that measure. The fact that students 

and teachers reported similarly about the same school 

from year to year indicates that their responses were 

based on objective aspects of the school environment 

that were continuing to evoke similar experiences from 

year to year, rather than transitory impressions. At the 

same time, the fact that 50% of the variation remained 

unexplained by a school’s prior score means that school 

practices do influence a school’s climate and their 

scores.

The essentials are conceptually distinct and provide 

information on different aspects of the school. Thus, 

the main focus in improving an essential should be to 

work on the essential itself. We did not find evidence that 

there is a hierarchy to the essential supports such that one 

must be strong before another can be improved. 

At the same time, it is the case that some essentials 

influenced on growth in other essentials. Strength in  

particular essentials made it more likely that a school 

will grow on other essentials in the subsequent year:

• Effective Leaders. One might describe this unique 

essential as the ‘type O blood’ (the universal donor) 

of the school organization. It acts as a significant 

predictor of future growth the other essentials but is 

less likely to be affected by them in turn. This find-

ing is consistent with the original validation work 

that described Effective Leadership as a “catalyst 

for change.” 14  While improvement on this essential

alone is entirely possible, as described previously, 

Effective Leadership drives the improvement in 

other essentials, rather than the other way around. 

Support for improvement in the Effective Leadership 

area is likely to have to come from sources other than

improving the other essentials, such as coaching and 

other professional learning.15  Schools that are strong 

on Effective Leaders are more likely to show growth 

in each of the other essentials, while schools that are

weak are less likely to show growth.

• Supportive Environment. Supportive Environment 

is the only other essential that has influence on all the 

others. This essential incorporates measures from 

both students and teachers of their perceptions of 

safety, trust, support, and expectations and prepara- 

tion for the future. It is most closely tied to Ambitious 

Instruction, the other essential that combines 

responses from both students and teachers. It is the 

only essential to have some influence on Effective 

Leaders. If all of a school’s essentials are equal and 

there was no clear challenge area to address first, 

improving Supportive Environment would likely 

provide an additional boost to other areas of the 

school organization. When Supportive Environment

improves, the other essential supports often improve, 

as well.

• Collaborative Teachers. This essential is composed

of measures that mainly ask teachers about their 

working conditions and how they work together. 

Research Question 3

Is there an order to organizational change?

14	 Bryk, et. al. (2010).
15	 Spillane & Coldren (2011); Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, Meyerson, 

Orr, & Cohen (2007).
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Do teachers feel trust in each other, collaborate on 

instruction, and feel collectively responsible and 

committed to the school? A bidirectional, or mutually  

reinforcing relationship, exists between this essential  

and both Supportive Environment and Ambitious 

Instruction. This indicates that where there are 

strong working relationships with fellow colleagues, 

teachers are more likely to see their environment as 

supportive. In addition, such collegial support also 

encourages teachers to engage in more ambitious 

instructional practices. Collaborative Teachers also 

predicted growth in Involved Families, meaning 

where teachers feel support from each other they are 

more likely to increasingly see families as supportive 

and involved. 

• Ambitious Instruction. This essential is composed 

of three student measures and one teacher measure.

The student measures describe student-centered 

instructional activities in English and math that 

provide connection to life outside of school and ask 

about the level of challenge they experience in a core 

subject.16  In addition, it includes a teacher measure 

asking about the atmosphere and interaction during 

student discussion. This essential positively influ-

ences, and is influenced by, Collaborative Teachers, 

Supportive Environment, and Involved Families.

• Involved Families. This essential is composed of 

three measures answered by teachers and staff and 

represents the level of support educators see coming 

from families and the influence they see families 

having on the school. This essential predicts improve- 

ments in Supportive Environment and Ambitious 

Instruction. Schools that are stronger on Involved 

families are more likely to see improvements in 

Supportive Environment and Ambitious Instruction, 

while those that are weak are less likely to see 

improvements in these essentials.

16	 Students were assigned to a core course they were taking, either 
English, math, or science.
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Interpretive Summary

Building and maintaining a supportive and inviting 

environment for learning is an ongoing mission for all 

schools. The most important measure of success comes 

from the voices of students and staff. The 5Essentials 

Survey was created to capture and quantify student  

and staff perceptions and experiences. Past studies 

have shown that the survey is predictive of student 

achievement, with causal evidence. This study shows 

that survey measures are malleable by school practice.

Based on our findings, there are a few things for 

school leaders and teams to keep in mind when using 

5Essentials Survey data:

• While there may not be a hierarchy to the essentials,

each essential does positively relate to the others. 

Therefore, focusing on one area should not be con-

sidered ignoring the others. Having a primary focus 

is the most manageable and strategic way to begin 

any improvement effort.

• The best way to improve a particular essential is to 

focus on that essential and its underlying measures.

It is not necessary to build one particular essential 

before addressing a change in another. 

• School organization is malleable regardless of 

school poverty level. That said, high-poverty schools

certainly face greater challenges. Our findings in 

this and our prior report suggest that while greater 

support is needed for schools serving high-poverty 

populations, the payoffs to learning are also greater.17

Specifically, we found that among elementary 

schools with strong 5Essentials Survey scores,

high-poverty schools improved more year-to-year 

than low-poverty schools on more than one-half of 

measures.

• Ambitious Instruction was the most malleable essen-

tial with the most growth in each period. This makes 

sense if we consider that changes to instructional 

practices have a direct influence on how students 

experience learning, and that these shifts can happen 

at the school or classroom-level, or both. 

• Improving in the area of Effective Leaders is likely to 

require support outside the other essentials, such as 

leadership coaching or other professional development.

• If all of a school’s essential scores are equal and there 

is no clear challenge area to address first, a good place 

to start would be improving Supportive Environment; 

improvements in this essential would likely provide 

an additional boost to other areas of the school 

organization.

More generally, it is also important to consider:	

• Survey data is best used comparatively by looking at and

reflecting on changes in individual schools over time.

• When focusing on a chosen measure or essential, 

remember that it is an indicator designed to capture 

some aspect of behavior or experience. It is a measure 

of that quality, not the quality itself. No measure is 

perfect. Consider other sources of information that 

can triangulate information on the area you are 

working on. Supplementary indicators can provide 

complementary types of information. For example, 

survey data can be supplemented with focus groups, 

classroom observations, or other types of data. 

• Change in some areas may be more difficult than in 

others and take more time. It is helpful to identify 

small goals on the way to a larger one. Small wins 

build buy-in and sustain motivation for change.

17	 Prior study Hart et al. (2021). School improvement was measured 
on a composite of achievement outcomes (attendance, GPA, and 
standardized math test scores). Improvement means students 

performed better than the prior year and more than statistically 
expected.
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Malleability is an important characteristic of school 

climate surveys because it confirms the survey is 

capturing the results of changes within a school, and 

that those shifts can be reliably compared across time. 

Schools can use their school reports as a framework  

for identifying areas of focus for school improvement  

efforts. In this way, school survey reports serve a critical  

function in the improvement process. However, as with 

all data, surveys are a guide and not an answer. When 

schools combine their survey reports with the expertise  

and institutional knowledge of staff and students within  

the building, asking questions led by data, leadership 

teams can engage in meaningful inquiry and ultimately  

identify areas of focus and set measurable goals. Surveys  

can, then, also be used to understand progress over time.    
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Appendix A
Measures in the Essentials

TABLE A.1

The 5Essentials core measures

The 5Essentials Survey assesses student and teacher perceptions of a school’s conditions. It illustrates a school’s 
strength in multiple measures of each of the five essential factors for school improvement.

English Instruction:
Students interact 
with course material 
and one another 
to build and apply 
critical reading and 
writing.

Math Instruction:
Students interact 
with course material 
and one another 
to build and apply 
critical knowledge in 
their math classes.

Academic Press:
Teachers expect 
students to do their 
best and to meet 
academic demands.

Quality of Student 
Discussion:
Students participate 
in classroom 
discussions that  
build their critical 
thinking skills.

Teacher Influence:
Teachers have 
influence in a broad 
range of decisions 
regarding school 
practices.

Program Coherence:
School programs 
are coordinated and 
consistent with goals 
for student learning.

Teacher-Principal 
Trust:
Teachers and 
principals share a 
high level of mutual 
trust and respect.

Instructional 
Leadership:
The school leader- 
ship team sets high  
standards for teaching  
and student learning.

Collaborative 
Practices:
Teachers observe 
each others’ practice 
and work together to 
review assessment 
data and develop 
instructional 
strategies.

Collective 
Responsibilities:
Teachers have a 
strong sense of 
responsibility for 
student development, 
school improvement, 
and professional 
growth.

School Commitment:
Teachers are deeply 
committed to the 
school.

Teacher-Teacher 
Trust:
Teachers are 
supportive and 
respectful of one 
another, personally 
and professionally.

Quality of 
Professional 
Development:
Professional 
development is 
rigorous and focused 
on student learning.

Peer Support for 
Academic Work (ES):
Students demonstrate 
behaviors that lead  
to academic 
achievement.

School-Wide Future 
Orientation (HS):
The school engages 
all students in 
planning for life  
after graduation.

Expectations for 
Post-Secondary 
Education (HS):
The school expects 
all students to 
attend college and 
promotes-college 
readiness.

Academic 
Professionalism (ES):
Teachers connect 
with students in 
the classroom and 
support them in 
achieving academic 
goals.

Student-Teacher 
Trust:
Students and teachers  
share a high level 
of mutual trust and 
respect.

Safety:
Students feel safe 
both in and around 
the school building, 
and while they travel 
to and from home.

Parent Influence on 
Decision Making:
The school has 
created opportunities 
for parents to 
participate in 
developing academic 
programs and 
influencing school 
curricula.

Teacher-Parent Trust:
Teachers and parents 
are partners in 
improving student 
learning.

Parent Involvemnet 
in School:
Parents are active 
participants in their 
child’s schooling.

Ambitious 
Instruction

Effective 
Leaders

Collaborative 
Teachers

Supportive 
Environment

Involved 
Families
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Appendix B
Table of Coefficients for Research Question 3

TABLE B.1

Change predicted in each essential, based on the prior status of the other essentials

Predictor Essential Dependent Essential Estimate Standard Error p value

Ambitious Instruction Collaborative Teachers 0.07 0.02 0.00

Ambitious Instruction Effective Leaders 0.03 0.02 0.16

Ambitious Instruction Involved Families 0.11 0.02 0.00

Ambitious Instruction Supportive Environment 0.18 0.03 0.00

Collaborative Teachers Ambitious Instruction 0.08 0.02 0.00

Collaborative Teachers Effective Leaders 0.04 0.03 0.19

Collaborative Teachers Involved Families 0.14 0.02 0.00

Collaborative Teachers Supportive Environment 0.11 0.02 0.00

Effective Leaders Ambitious Instruction 0.05 0.01 0.00

Effective Leaders Collaborative Teachers 0.09 0.03 0.00

Effective Leaders Involved Families 0.09 0.02 0.00

Effective Leaders Supportive Environment 0.08 0.02 0.00

Involved Families Ambitious Instruction 0.08 0.02 0.00

Involved Families Collaborative Teachers 0.01 0.03 0.70

Involved Families Effective Leaders -0.03 0.02 0.19

Involved Families Supportive Environment 0.09 0.02 0.00

Supportive Environment Ambitious Instruction 0.12 0.03 0.00

Supportive Environment Collaborative Teachers 0.08 0.02 0.00

Supportive Environment Effective Leaders 0.06 0.02 0.01

Supportive Environment Involved Families 0.09 0.02 0.00

Note: Grey text indicates the coefficient was not statistically significant. The coefficients come from a Random Intercept Cross-Lagged Panel Model (RI-CLPM). 
The coefficient shows how much a school’s past score on a predictor essential in one year predicts change in the dependent essential in the following year.
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