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 Background on UChicago Consortium and our partnership 

with the Chicago Public Schools

 Consortium research findings on “potholes” on the road to 

college

 Chicago Public School use of financial aid application data 

to improve student access to college

Overview



Historical Context of UChicago

Consortium
• Founded in 1990 after the Chicago School Reform Act of 1988

• Broad audience for findings 

– Central office, principals, foundations, policymakers, advocacy groups, civic 

leaders, community based organizations, as well as other researchers

• District leadership has changed many times 

– Mayoral control began in 1995

– Eleven district leaders since 1990

• UChicago Consortium has adapted, while providing continuity

– Studies designed to answer broad questions that will be useful to schools 

and future administrations 

– Research agenda allows flexibility to meet new priorities

– Role includes providing institutional memory and knowledge of school 

district over time



• Close collaboration between a team of researchers at the Consortium 

and the Chicago Public Schools (CPS) Office of College and Career 

Success beginning in 2004.

• Working on a common set of problems around college access and 

college completion, but with clear roles.

• Our role: Develop frameworks for understanding the problem and 

highlight leverage points for schools and the district to intervene

• CPS role: Develop an annual reporting system and school level reports 

on postsecondary preparation and outcomes; accountability

Data-based strategy that built capacity in schools and 

changed how practitioners approach problems rather 

than relying on an external program.

Partnership between Consortium and Chicago 

Public Schools



Using a common set of data and indicators: 

datasets of the post-secondary tracking system

4. National Student Clearinghouse data 

Enrollment status and stop in and stop out, degree completion, type of schools,

full-time vs. part-time status

2. CPS Senior Exit Questionnaire (online)

Post-secondary plans, colleges applied to, participation in post-secondary 

programs, financial aid application

3. UChicago Consortium senior survey

Student reports of school engagement, school and family supports, and 

expectations for post-secondary education.

1. CPS High School data 

High school transcripts, ACT and other test scores, enrollment history; student 

demographics

5. Linked college data sets: IPEDS and Barron’s selectivity ratings

Identify and code college by college type and selectivity; institutional 

characteristics and graduation rates











Using research to shed light on critical leverage points

The Consortium Role

• Improper FAFSA filing

– Never filing at all

– PIN vs. FAFSA

– “Never heard back”

• Missing financial aid deadlines

– Confusing timelines; early deadlines

• Filing for aid at only one school

• Confusion and uncertainty about college costs

– “Sticker shock”

–Uninformed of role of financial aid



How has CPS translated these findings into practice?

District and school yearly data

• Develop an annual reporting system and school level 

reports on postsecondary preparation and outcomes

– Examine long-term trends to track progress

– Reporting and accountability mechanism

• Allows for building targeted strategies around 

specific student groups

– Importance of disaggregated data by academic 

qualifications and demographic characteristics



FAFSA Completion Report



How does FAFSA tracking fit into the district’s larger 

strategies of college access and success?

In-time data

– School accountability mechanism to create competition 
and track progress

– Identify and track problem within schools at the 
student-level

• Lists of students allow school staff to work on problem 
and problem solve around specific issues that students 
have

• Caseload strategy not “random acts of guidance”

– Allows for internal solution based on building capacity  
and school culture rather than implementing a program

• Training of school staff (e.g., postsecondary coaches and 
counselors) and building partnerships with external 
groups



• After logging in, school administrators see a list of seniors at their school, 

whether or not they completed the FAFSA, and their eligibility for Pell and 

state grants

FAFSA School Reports on Students



FAFSA School Summary Report



FAFSA Completion over Time 
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Why did the FAFSA tracking system work? 

• Strong district leadership around college access

• Broke down problem of college access into a 

manageable size 

• Embedded in larger set of efforts to improve 

financial aid awareness among students and 

parents (and school staff)

• Breaking data into student subgroups allowed for 

building strategies

• Real-time data allowed for tracking and comparing 

the progress of schools by the district and to focus 

on individual needs of students
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Four-year college enrollment rates in Chicago 

have risen as well



Four-year college enrollment rates have shown 

dramatic increases by race/ethnicity and gender
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Implications of FAFSA data work

• Transformative process for schools.

– Worked on a problem that was within the control of schools and 

had measurable improvements. 

– Created a focus for school improvement. 

– Relied on interactions of practitioners and data tools about 

students to develop strategies.

• Larger strategy for solving problems to build capacity 

within schools.

• But did not directly address original problem of how to 

get more students to enroll in college. 
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