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THE FIVE ESSENTIAL SUPPORTS

1.	 Effective leadership takes a strategic approach 
toward enhancing performance of the four 
other domains, while simultaneously nurturing 
the social relationships embedded in the every-
day work of the school.

2.	Collaborative teachers obtain high quality 
professional development, embrace beliefs 
and values that reflect teacher responsibility 
for change, and participate in a school-based 
professional community focused on the core 
problems of improving teaching and learning.

3.	 Involved families and communities are  
engaged in the work of strengthening  
student learning, with the assistance of  
outreach efforts by school staff.

4.	Supportive environment entails clear, fair,  
and consistently enforced expectations for  
student behavior. Teachers hold students to 
high expectations of academic achievement 
while also providing generous support. 

5.	Ambitious instruction occurs when teachers 
move beyond the basic skills and ask students 
to do intellectually challenging work.
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Research Summary
Why are some schools able to thrive and produce strong student out-
comes, while others struggle? To answer this question, researchers at 
the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research 
(UChicago CCSR) have surveyed teachers and students in Chicago 
Public Schools (CPS) since the 1990s, asking them about their schools’ 
organizational climate and practices.  

1	 Bryk, A.S., Sebring, P.B., Allensworth, E., Luppescu, S., &  
Easton, J.Q. (2010). Organizing schools for improvement:  
Lessons from Chicago. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

2	 Bryk et al. (2010); Sebastian, J., & Allensworth, E. (2012). The 
influence of principal leadership on classroom instruction and 
student learning: A study of mediated pathways to learning.  
Educational Administration Quarterly, 48(4), 626-663.  

From these data, UChicago CCSR researchers concluded 

that five aspects of the schools’ organization facilitate 

engaging instruction and learning. These five essential 

supports are effective leadership, collaborative teach-

ers, involved families, supportive environments, and 

ambitious instruction.1  Schools strong in these practice 

domains have been found to be much more likely than 

schools weak in these areas to see improvements in stu-

dent outcomes, including attendance and learning gains.2 

In 2013, for the first time, students (grades 6-12) and 

teachers throughout the state of Illinois—and not just 

CPS—took surveys measuring the essential supports in 

their schools. Ninety percent of schools throughout the 

state responded to the survey. In the surveys, teachers 

were asked for their perspectives on their school’s lead-

ership, professional community, and family involve-

ment; and students for their views on their school’s 

environment and instruction, and their community, 

which is part of family involvement. 

Results of the survey allowed researchers at the 

UChicago CCSR to see the extent to which schools 

across the state are strong or weak in these essential 

supports and to better understand how the five essen-

tials function in different community contexts across 

Illinois. Specifically, UChicago CCSR researchers  

addressed two questions: 

1. 	 How do strength and weakness on the five 

essential supports vary according to urbanicity, 

size of school, and socioeconomic characteristics 

of school communities? This question has crucial 

implications for policy and practice. Systematic 

differences in how schools perform on the essential 

supports suggest a need for extra resources and 

targeted efforts in certain locations or school types. 

2. 	Are the five essential supports related to stu-

dent outcomes like attendance rates, test scores, 

test score gains, and graduation rates in schools 

across Illinois? Our data cannot determine whether 

the essential supports actually influence or cause 

better student outcomes. In other words, even if 

schools with strong essential supports have bet-

ter student outcomes, we recognize there could be 

other plausible reasons for this, such as unmeasured 

policies or practices influencing student outcomes. 

Nonetheless, finding out whether there is a relation-

ship between the five essential supports and student 

outcomes is an important first step. 
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KEY FINDINGS FROM THE STUDY:

There are substantial differences among schools in 

the degree to which students and teachers report 

strength in the essential supports.  

•	 A higher proportion of urban and suburban schools 

are strong in supportive environment and ambitious 

instruction, compared with schools in towns and rural 

areas. Significantly, these are also the two essentials 

that are most strongly related to improving test scores, 

suggesting that schools in towns and rural areas may 

need more support in these areas (see Figure 1).

•	 Teachers in CPS and rural schools are more likely 

to report having effective leaders, compared to 

teachers in schools located in other contexts.

•	 Schools serving students with socioeconomic disad-

vantages are less likely to be strong in the essential sup-

ports, compared to schools serving more affluent students.   

•	 However, despite the fact that CPS schools serve 

student populations with high levels of poverty rates 

(the average CPS school has about 87 percent low-

income students, while the average non-CPS urban 

school in Illinois has about 53 percent low-income 

students), CPS has a relatively high proportion of 

schools with strong effective leaders, supportive 

environment, and ambitious instruction, compared 

to schools located in other contexts across the state. 

Among CPS schools, however, we still see that schools 

serving disadvantaged students are less likely to be 

strong in the essential supports, compared to CPS 

schools serving fewer low-income students.

•	 We also found differences among schools based on 

their size. Smaller schools are more likely to have 

strong essentials than are larger schools, although 

the pattern is not as clear at the high school level.

In general, strength in the essential supports is  

related to better student outcomes. We help contex-

tualize the size of this relationship by comparing it to  

the relationship between socioeconomic disadvantage  

(a combination of the percent of students receiving free 

or reduced-price lunch and community area poverty in-

dicators) and various student outcomes. Typically, there 

is a substantial relationship between socioeconomic 

disadvantage and academic outcomes, such as test scores 

and graduation. The relationships we report take into ac-

count that schools differ in demographics and resources. 

Overall, for Illinois schools, the study finds strength 

in the essential supports is related to students’ yearly 

gains on ISAT scores, the overall average ISAT scores of 

schools, attendance rates, high school graduation rates, 

50403020100

FIGURE 1

Strength in the Five Essentials Varies by Community Type: Instruction is Stronger in Towns and Suburbs, 
Rural and CPS Schools More Likely to Report Having E�ective Leaders

E�ective Leaders

CPS         Urban         Suburban         Town         Rural

Note: This figure includes all schools with data on at least three of the five essentials data in the state. This figure combines elementary and high schools. Chicago is not 
included in the urban category because we separated it out from other urban cities in our analysis. 

Ambitious Instruction

Supportive Environment

Involved Families

Collaborative Teachers
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and high school average ACT scores.  However, some of 

these relationships are stronger than others, depending 

on the school context and the outcome being considered. 

We focus on K-8, 6-8, and 9-12 schools. Because stu-

dents in grades K-5 do not take the survey, we only have 

data on teacher survey responses for those schools. This 

means we are only able to measure three of the five es-

sentials in K-5 schools (effective leaders, collaborative 

teachers, and involved families). Surveys of fourth- and 

fifth-graders are being piloted with the goal of having 

complete data for all schools in future years. For more 

information on survey data, as well as school types, see 

the full report at http://ccsr.uchicago.edu/publications/

first-look-5essentials-illinois-schools.  

•	 In elementary/middle schools, the essential 

supports are strongly related to ISAT gains (see 

Figure 2). For example, throughout Illinois, the  

relationship between the essential supports and ISAT 

reading gains is around 107 percent of the relation-

ship between school socioeconomic disadvantage 

and ISAT reading gains (although the effect is a bit 

weaker in CPS schools). That is to say, the essen-

tial supports have an even stronger relationship to 

elementary ISAT gains than poverty. In contrast to 

their relationship with test score gains, the essential 

supports have weak associations with average  

test scores and average attendance (averaged over  

a three-year period). This is expected because ISAT 

levels reflect the cumulative influence of what stu-

dents have learned in school and in the home though 

out their entire lives, while ISAT gains reflect what 

the student has learned in the prior year, where the  

influence of school is relatively greater.  

•	 At the high school level, strength in the essential 

supports is modestly related to better student 

outcomes (attendance rates, ACT scores, gradu-

ation rates). The relationship is much stronger in 

CPS schools. For example, in the rest of Illinois, the 

relationship between the essential supports and 

graduation rates is around 21 percent of the relation-

ship between school socioeconomic disadvantage 

and graduation rates, while it is 63 percent in CPS.  

The essential supports with the strongest associations 

with student outcomes are supportive environment 

and ambitious instruction (see Figure 4).

•	 The relationship between supportive environment 

and student outcomes is, on average, at least 40 

percent of the size of the relationship between school 

socioeconomic disadvantage and student outcomes.
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FIGURE 1

Strength in Essential Supports Has Especially Strong Relationships With ISAT Gains Throughout Illinois but 
Not Other Elementary School Outcomes
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FIGURE 2

Strength in Essential Supports Has Especially Strong 
Relationships With ISAT Gains Throughout Illinois, 
but Not Other Elementary School Outcomes
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Not Other Elementary School Outcomes
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FIGURE 2

Strength in essential supports has weak relation-
ships with high school outcomes throughout Illinois, 
except for CPS
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Throughout Illinois, Except for CPS
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3	 Logan, J.R., Minca, E., & Adar, S. (2012). The geography of 
inequality: Why separate means unequal in American public 
schools. Sociology of Education, 85(3), 287-301; Roscigno, 

V.J., Tomaskovic-Devey, D., & Crowley, M. (2006). Education 
and the inequalities of place. Social Forces, 84(4), 2121-2145.

4	 Bryk et al. (2010).

• The relationship between ambitious instruction and

student outcomes is about 33 percent of the size of 

the relationship between school socioeconomic dis-

advantage and student outcomes throughout Illinois, 

except in CPS, where it is about 50 percent.

Interpretive Summary
This preliminary investigation shows differences 

in strength of the essentials, depending on school 

context, and that strength in the essential supports 

is related to better student outcomes across the 

state, especially in elementary schools. 

As the state provides resources to schools and dis-

tricts, it is important to address disparities in students’ 

access to well-organized schools. While policymakers 

and practitioners have highlighted disparities in access 

to schools where students have strong levels of achieve-

ment, the results from the statewide 5Essentials survey 

also reveal the extent to which students differ in their 

access to schools with strong climates. 

• The smaller proportion of strong essential supports

found in schools serving socioeconomically disad-

vantaged communities is cause for concern. 

• The urban-rural disparities in supportive environment 

and ambitious instruction are also concerning. 

Students in these schools experience less teacher  

and peer support for academic achievement and less 

pedagogy emphasizing the application of knowledge 

and the development of critical thinking skills.

• Schools serving socioeconomically disadvantaged 

communities and rural schools are especially at risk

of having lower student outcomes.3 UChicago CCSR 

work in the Chicago context indicates such schools’ 

chances of improvement are greater if they have 

strong essential supports.4

Our understanding of the essential supports’ rela-

tionships with student outcomes in districts outside 

Chicago is incomplete. More years of data on the es-

sential supports and student outcomes will be needed 

to test for the essential supports’ influence on student 

outcomes. Future research should also investigate why 

the essential supports have substantial associations in 

high schools in CPS, but minimal associations in high 

schools outside of CPS. 

Although the study’s findings about the relation-

ships between the essential supports and student 

outcomes are preliminary, they are encouraging. More 

research could substantiate these initial findings.  
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FIGURE 4

The Essential Supports With the Strongest Relationships With Student Outcomes are Supportive 
Environment and Ambitious Instruction
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