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Introduction

School safety is a priority for districts across the country. Although safety 
is often characterized in the media and collective discourse in terms of 
preventing violence and maintaining order in schools, there is a growing 
movement to take a more holistic approach that addresses both students’ 
physical and emotional safety. 

1	 Chicago Board of Education. (2024, July 25). 
2	 Chicago Public Schools (n.d.).

In July 2024, the Chicago Board of Education (CBOE) 

approved the Whole School Safety (WSS) policy, which 

directs schools to create safety plans to address physical  

safety, emotional safety, and relational trust.1  This policy  

followed a series of previous resolutions and policy 

changes over multiple years designed to—among other 

initiatives—reduce the district’s reliance on uniformed 

police officers in schools and encourage the use of so- 

called alternative systems of safety, including an expanded  

focus on students’ social and emotional safety.

To develop the WSS Framework, the Chicago Public 

Schools (CPS) convened a Steering Committee that 

included both district staff and community-based 

organization (CBOs) and their constituencies, including 

students, families, and educators in November 2020. 

The resulting framework was based on the idea that  

students’ physical and mental health are “deeply inter-

connected.” 2  Organizing the policy development pro-

cess with a significant and sustained, participatory role 

for stakeholders represented a shift for the district from 

more traditional models of stakeholder engagement in 

policy development, which often emphasize informing 

or consulting, but not co-designing with stakeholders. 

This exploratory field scan describes the experi-

ences and perspectives of district officials and CBO 

leaders who participated on the Steering Committee 

and co-developed the WSS Framework. It is part of a 

larger research project examining the impact of CPS’s 

WSS policies, which also includes a content analy-

sis of school-submitted safety plans and focus group 

interviews with educators, students, and community 

partners to provide a multilayered view of how district 

policy, community partnership, and school-level imple-

mentation intersect.
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3	 The ARK of St. Sabina participated in the WSS Steering Com-
mittee during the initial phases of the framework development, 
but was no longer actively involved by the time of this study.  

Changes to safety-related policies in Chicago schools, 2020–24

On August 26, 2020, three months after George Floyd’s  
murder and amidst nationwide protests over police 
violence, the Chicago Board of Education (CBOE) 
passed resolution 20-0826-RS10. This resolution 
reflected growing calls to rethink policing in schools, 
directing Chicago Public Schools (CPS) to develop 
alternatives to the School Resource Officer (SRO) 
program for school safety. This change in policy 
represented the culmination of more than a decade 
of organizing, advocacy, and changes to CPS policy 
aimed at redefining school safety and the student 
code of conduct.
	 The resolution acknowledged alternatives to SROs  
but required CPS to create a process for implementing  
and supporting them. This built on past efforts, includ-
ing a 2014 revision of the CPS Student Code of Conduct  
to limit suspensions and reduce police involvement 
in non-emergency situations. By 2020, CPS required 
Local School Councils (LSCs) to vote on retaining 
SROs, leading to a steady reduction of their presence 
in schools.

	 Between 2020 and 2022, district and CBO leaders 
worked together to develop the Whole School Safety 
(WSS) Framework. This framework, developed 
in partnership with community organizations and 
guided by the WSS Steering Committee, emphasized 
the role of local school communities in developing 
and implementing holistic approaches to prioritizing 
students’ physical safety, social-emotional well-being, 
and local context.  
	 The WSS Planning Process, guided by the frame-
work, was a school-level process that included data 
reviews, community engagement, and annual LSC 
decisions on SRO retention. Using this process, by  
the 2023–24 school year, many schools had reduced 
or eliminated SROs. In July 2024, the CBOE passed 
24-0735-P09, effectively ending the SRO program
and adopting the WSS Policy, formalizing a shift
toward restorative practices and community-driven
solutions to school safety.

Current Study
This study is part of a larger research partnership 

launched in 2023 in response to district and CBO part-

ners’ desire to build capacity to define, describe, and 

understand how the development and early implemen-

tation of the WSS Framework was unfolding across the 

district and in schools. The partnership brings together 

CPS, their CBO partners, and researchers from the 

University of Chicago Consortium on School Research, 

the Center for Childhood Resilience at Lurie Children’s 

Hospital of Chicago, and the University of Illinois. The 

partnership included CPS and members of four of the 

five original CBO partners who comprised the WSS 

Steering Committee, originally convened in November, 

2020—BUILD Chicago, COFI PowerPac, Communities 

United/VOYCE, and Mikva Challenge.3   

This exploratory field scan captures the experiences 

and perspectives of district officials and CBO leaders who 

served on the WSS Steering Committee and co-developed  

and supported the framework between 2020 and 2024. 

The purpose of this study is to document the perspectives 

of district and community stakeholders on what they 

viewed as an innovative planning process, capturing their 

reflections on what worked, what could be improved, and 

how it might serve as a template for increasing community  

voice in future district policymaking.

Three overarching questions framed our qualitative 

investigation:

1. What did CPS officials and CBO leaders believe was 

important and/or distinctive about the development

of the WSS Framework? 

2. What goals did CPS officials and CBO leaders hold 

for the development of WSS Framework? What did 

they intend the development and implementation of

the WSS Framework to accomplish and why?

3. What did CPS officials and CBO leaders believe, 

respectively, were the appropriate ways to measure 

the success of implementing the WSS Framework 

and WSS Planning Process at the school level?



UCHICAGO Consortium Field Scan  |  Co-Designing New Approaches to School Safety 3

Interviewees & Approach
Participants for the field scan were recruited via 

targeted sampling, beginning from initial interviews 

with district partners in the Office of School Safety 

and Security (OSSS). Prior to beginning the research, 

researchers had already specified a limit of 10-12 inter-

views, and a total of 12 were conducted. The research 

team identified the OSSS, which manages the WSS 

planning process; the CPS Office of Network Support, 

which provides school-level resources and staff support;  

and the four CBOs partnered with the district as key 

stakeholders to be represented in the study.4   

Data were coded in two rounds. First, data were coded  

categorically and transcripts were indexed against cat-

egories derived from the interview protocol. A second  

round of thematic coding was conducted within each  

of the identified categories. Coding and indexing of data  

was conducted by multiple researchers and systemati- 

cally reviewed in weekly analysis meetings. Adjustments  

to indexing were made, as necessary. Data were analyzed,  

summarized, and sorted again, first collaboratively then  

independently, and compared for consistency. Themes 

were developed jointly in weekly analysis meetings. 

Findings statements were drafted from indexed and 

thematically coded data.

Engagement and member-checking
Member checking is a process that allows partici-

pants in a study to review and respond to emerging 

findings, helping ensure that the analysis accurately 

reflects their experiences and perspectives. This 

practice strengthens the credibility and usefulness of 

the research by incorporating direct feedback from 

those most closely involved in the work. As part of the 

member-checking process, researchers periodically 

convened district leaders, CBO staff, and parent and 

youth organizers—including all interviewees—for fa-

cilitated discussions of emerging findings and selected 

quotes. The composition of the groups varied somewhat 

from one session to the next; however, they represented 

across-section of individuals who were variously con-

nected to the WSS process and the research project and 

could provide ongoing, critical feedback and direction 

to the research team throughout the project. These re-

views were facilitated by two external consultants with 

experience and expertise in school and district-based 

leadership coaching and facilitation, contracted by the 

research team. Member checking sessions included dy-

namic, interactive review of data collection protocols, 

collected data (e.g., anonymized interview transcripts), 

and preliminary data analysis, as well as extensive 

discussion to identify and construct implications for 

future policy and practice. Participants’ feedback and 

interpretations were cross-checked against research-

ers’ draft findings statements and, in turn, informed 

revisions. Finally, prior to publication, all participating 

group members, including all interviewees, were invit-

ed to review and offer feedback and suggested revisions 

on a full penultimate draft of the research brief itself.  

4	 At the request of district partners and with approval from the 
CPS Research Review Board, recruitment was expanded to 
include principals. However, efforts to engage principals faced 
significant challenges, particularly as the Board’s decision-
making process became public and prolonged. Ultimately, 

insufficient principal participation limited the ability to draw 
meaningful conclusions about their experiences with the devel-
opment and implementation of the WSS Framework. This brief 
includes only interviews with district officials and CBO leaders 
conducted between November 2023 and February 2024.
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Findings

Question 1

What did CPS officials and CBO leaders believe was important and/or distinctive 
about the development of the WSS Framework? 

CPS and CBO leaders believed that the process used to develop the WSS Framework was a novel, 

replicable approach to policymaking, anchored in commitments to inclusivity, community 

engagement, and equity.

According to both groups, previous efforts to develop 

policy at the district had not always drawn on the lived 

experiences and perspectives students, families and 

community members. One CBO leader described typi-

cal district-led policymaking efforts as “siloed efforts.” 

“At any given time,” he explained, CPS is “is updating, 

reviewing, or creating new policy for whatever,” but in 

isolation and in response to external pressures (e.g. 

state laws) or its own needs. Acknowledging this  

history, a district official shared that, “I didn’t want  

[the development of the WSS Framework] to be something 

that my team—or [any other] team in central office—just 

sat down and wrote.”

In contrast, the process for developing the WSS 

Framework, which would ultimately provide the guide-

lines for how schools create their safety plans, was an 

intentionally structured collaboration between CPS 

and CBOs that directly drew on student and parent per-

spectives. Between December 2020 and January 2021, 

CPS officials and CBO leaders worked together to plan 

and then execute a series of CBO-led public meetings 

with their constituents. These meetings took place in 

February 2021, organized around a set of common  

questions that were co-designed by CPS and the CBO 

leadership to elicit community perspectives on school 

safety that would form the basis for making recommen-

dations to the CBOE. Throughout March 2021, CPS 

officials and CBO leaders met to synthesize learnings 

from the CBO-led sessions, culminating in the WSS 

Framework and a set of consensus recommendations 

drawn from CBO constituents and community members’  

feedback. These recommendations were formally 

shared with the CBOE on March 24, 2021. 

CBO leaders believed the process to develop the WSS 

Framework was a collaborative process that fundamen-

tally broke from past precedent and previous experi-

ences with the district. “Once you start to have those 

conversations,” one CBO leader explained, “you start to 

pull away from the old refrains.” Another CBO leader 

noted that the process “revamped what partnership 

really meant,” in working with the district, redefining 

both the balance of power and the manner of engage-

ment between partners.  

District officials described the development of the 

WSS Framework as “trailblazing,” “unprecedented,” and 

illustrative of the district’s emerging commitment to 

“centering the voices of those most impacted by  

[district] decisions.” 

District officials and CBO leaders did not necessarily  

intend to develop a model of inclusive, community-

engaged policymaking, but certainly felt that they had 

discovered one. “We didn’t create [WSS] to be a model of 

how to interact with communities… [or to] create thought-

ful and healing policy,” one CBO leader explained, “but it 

became that.”  Another leader reported that the emergent  

model responded to “the need for [a] structure” and pon-

dered whether it “could be institutionalized and  

replicated, like a blueprint for how more community  

members can be engaged” in ways that are meaningful 

and consequential.  

Although both district officials and CBO leaders 

involved in the development of the WSS Framework 

and policy frequently described their collaborative 

approach as novel—it is worth noting that the broader 
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5	 Warren (2005); Shand, Jacobson, hayes, Stephans, Wolf, &  
Terrones (2025).

education policy literature includes a long-standing 

tradition of community-engaged policymaking efforts. 

Prior research has documented both the promise and 

limitations of such initiatives, including persistent 

tendencies to frame families and communities through 

deficit lenses and to focus on informing or remediating  

them rather than engaging in reciprocal partnership to  

address shared concerns.5  Ishimaru (2019), for example,  

found that even in cross-sector collaborations explicitly  

focused on equity, conventional parent involvement 

strategies often persisted alongside more promising,  

relational approaches. That many of the core elements  

of the WSS process—including attention to relationship- 

building, shared capacity for codesign, and structural 

constraints around governance and decision-making—

emerged organically from participant reflections 

underscores the degree to which CPS’s WSS initiative 

aligns with established principles of equitable col-

laboration. While this may complicate claims about 

the novelty of the approach, it ultimately reinforces 

its credibility and coherence as a community-engaged 

policy effort.

CBO leaders characterized the collaborative process used to develop the WSS 
Framework as healing and restorative. 

During the period in which district officials and CBO 

leaders were launching their partnership, there were 

multiple, highly-publicized incidents of police violence 

in Chicago that were met with widespread protest 

throughout the city. CBO leaders believed in the impor-

tance of their work with the district, but also reported 

that that partnership took shape in the context of deep 

hurt and widespread mistrust, not only of the Chicago 

Police Department, but also of the school system.  One 

CBO leader explained that “many times what we have 

seen historically is that these systems dictate to community,”  

causing a form of institutional harm that multiple CBO 

leaders noted was a source of abiding mistrust toward 

the district in particular among their constituents. CBO 

leaders explained that in this context, in which commu-

nities have largely been told what will be, it was critical 

to ensure that this process of developing and supporting 

the implementation of the WSS Framework would be 

“community led.”  

Several CBO leaders characterized the emergent, 

community-led process as a large-scale effort to apply 

the principles of restorative justice to policy develop-

ment. “There was a lot of vulnerability involved in being 

a part of the [WSS] Steering Committee,” one CBO leader 

explained. Working together on the steering commit-

tee to develop and support implementation of the WSS 

Framework “was a process,” she reported, “in which we 

had to heal from the institutional hurt that happened in 

order for us to work together.”  

From the district’s standpoint, the primary chal-

lenge of this community-led process was rebuilding 

trust between CBO leaders, their constituents, and 

district officials.  However, from the standpoint of the 

CBOs, many of whom differed fundamentally in their 

own experiences and perspectives, as well as their orga-

nizing approaches and tactics, this kind of partnership 

also required an intentional choice to set aside their 

substantive and tactical disagreements with one anoth-

er to work together in partnership with the district. One 

CBO leader referred to her fellow CBO leaders on the 

Steering Committee as “former frenemies” to capture 

the friendly but often still pointed disagreements and 

sometimes rivalries among CBOs. CBO leaders believed 

that participating in the steering committee and in the 

work of developing and supporting the implementation  

of the WSS Framework was “within itself a restorative 

justice process,” both in terms of the relationship  

between CBOs, their constituents, and the district,  

but also among the CBOs themselves.

CBO leaders felt that the process of rebuilding 

trust—of resolving conflicts between CPS, CBO leaders, 

and communities, and redressing institutional harm—

required both active and intentional engagement on 

their part. CBO leaders described their work together 
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in partnership with the district as rooted in a practice 

of “healing through justice.” This notion of healing 

through justice, one CBO leader reported, was rooted 

in the conviction that by “taking actions…in the fight 

for justice, you internally heal.” That process of internal 

healing, she believed, was something that many of the 

CBO leaders, but also their youth and parent organizers 

and activists, experienced in the course of their work 

with the district. CBO leaders described the choice to 

take action together in partnership with the district as 

an active step in a fight for justice and, therefore, as also 

a collective step in an ongoing process of restoring a 

more expansive, inclusive vision of community in which 

CBOs, their organizers and activists, and the district 

were all engaged, activated participants.
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Question 2

What goals did CPS officials and CBO leaders hold for the development of the 
WSS Framework? 

CPS officials and CBO leaders intended the WSS Framework to help ground safety plans in individual 

communities’ perspectives, facilitate power-sharing, and support the reimagining of safety.

The WSS Framework, co-developed by the district 

officials and CBO leaders, provided a set of guidelines 

and processes for schools to create school-level safety 

plans with input from students, families, and commu-

nity members. The framework, eventually adopted as 

the WSS Policy, describes whole school safety planning 

as “encompass[ing] each school’s vision, priorities, and 

strategies to create an environment of physical safety, 

emotional safety, and relational trust.” 

Whole school safety plans are developed via the work 

of school-level whole school safety committees, which 

require the participation of administrators, teachers, 

security officers, staff, and a minimum of two family 

members and three current students. Priority is given 

to family members whose children are most directly 

affected by the discipline system present in schools and, 

per policy, should not be limited to those already serving  

in committee leadership capacities or other school 

committees. Plans are required to include “critical 

components” addressing trust, school-connectedness, 

social-emotional learning. They are also required to 

promote student leadership, community engagement, 

and restorative practices.

CPS officials and CBO leaders believed that the  

process outlined in the WSS Framework accomplished 

several important goals. First, they reported that it 

helped to mitigate against one-size-fits-all policymaking  

by centering the distinct experiences, perspectives, 

needs, and desires of individual school communities. 

Both CBO leaders and CPS officials described how what 

makes for a safe and welcoming school environment 

varied meaningfully from one school to the next. “How 

we get to [that] safe and welcoming environment…[is] 

not always obvious,” one district official observed, “and 

maybe not always the same thing for everyone.” Another 

official added that “Giving every stakeholder voice in 

[identifying and describing] the change that’s necessary 

for their [school] community” was essential to ensuring 

that decisions truly centered and reflected school com-

munities’ needs and priorities.

Second, district and CBO leaders believed the WSS 

Framework facilitated power-sharing between the 

district, schools, and community. One CBO leader noted 

that the school-level process “center[ed] the conversation 

on…the people that are impacted the most”—namely stu-

dents and parents. Several leaders also believed that the 

district’s role in the process should be defined primar-

ily in terms of taking that community-generated vision 

and “putting actionable items together that can help bring 

[a community’s vision] to fruition.” “True engagement 

and true partnership [with communities],” explained one 

CBO leader, “means [that] you share power…in [the] sense 

that [local] decisions count…Not only will you be seen, 

but you will be heard.”  CBO leaders reported that, over 

time, they began to recognize the process for developing 

school-level safety plans created a structure for:

“Thorough community engagement—parents, students,  

and community members [together], evaluating 

what is safety, what are the root causes of safety 

concerns…and how do you start to address them…

[particularly] for parents, students, and community 

members who maybe haven’t been a part of these 

conversations in the past.”

Ultimately, CPS officials and CBO leaders believed 

that the implementation of the WSS Framework at the 

school level offered a chance to fundamentally rede-

fine the meaning and approach to safety in schools. 

Historically, one district official observed, whether in 

CPS or elsewhere around the United States, “[school] 

safety has been thought of as just…the metal detectors, 

security officers, [and] cameras.” However, she con-

tinued, “over the years, we’ve maintained that [safety] 

is not just that,” but also “the [school] climate [and] the 

social and emotional wellbeing of students and staff” as 
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well. District officials acknowledged that the murder 

of George Floyd and the activism that followed lent ad-

ditional urgency to longstanding calls for the removal 

of armed, uniformed police officers from CPS schools. 

District officials located the relatively recent process 

of developing and implementing the WSS Framework 

within this much longer arc, seeking to “build culture 

and climate into the definition of [school] safety.”

CBO leaders, for their part, located the development 

of the framework, planning process, and eventual adop-

tion of the policy in a decades-long organizing struggle 

aimed at interrupting the school-to-prison pipeline by 

reducing schools’ reliance on exclusionary discipline 

and reducing students’ likelihood of being suspended or 

arrested. CBO leaders believed that their constituents—

CPS students and families, in particular—were unam-

biguous “in terms of where they stand on this issue,” and 

that “they don’t think police officers should be at schools” 

and “[they] want to get to a place where that’s not the  

reality of our school district.”  

Although imperfect, CBO leaders viewed the WSS 

Framework as a negotiated compromise, while also 

hoping its implementation would ultimately empower 

students, families, and communities—particularly  

communities of color—to remove SROs from CPS 

schools altogether—“navigating the politics and the 

policy until we get there,” as one leader described it.

CBO leaders reported that this form of negotiated 

compromise was challenging, particularly for youth 

organizers and activists, many of whom saw themselves 

as negatively and often personally and directly affected 

by the presence of police officers in their schools and 

communities. CBO leaders believed that conversations 

about the meaning of safety were necessarily taking 

place against the backdrop of widespread public outcry 

and protest in Chicago and elsewhere, and “in the 

context of police brutality and after the killing of George 

Floyd.” Youth organizers, in particular, were described 

as highly mobilized, active, and vocal.  

A number of CBO leaders also believed that discussions  

with young people and parents about SROs and the 

role of police and policing in schools were necessarily 

discussions about the importance of “dismantl[ing] the 

school-to-prison pipeline” and directly addressing the 

persistence of racial disparities in school discipline out-

comes (e.g., suspensions). CBO leaders believed that or-

ganizers and parent activists, in particular, had pushed 

over a period of years leading up to the development and 

implementation of the WSS Framework for an approach 

to student conduct that emphasized “restorative justice 

implementation” and that “mov[ed] away from punitive 

discipline,” including the presence of police in schools. 

In spite of the visibility and intensity of conversations  

about the role of SROs and policing, CBO leaders believed 

that the debate surrounding SRO removal remained 

“just one component” in developing and implementing  

the WSS Framework. Paralleling district officials’ 

statements, CBO leaders described the broader effort 

as ultimately centered on “creating a culture of safety” 

within schools. More than achieving one particular 

outcome (e.g., removal of police), CBO leaders believed 

that the WSS Framework and its implementation in 

schools was intended to catalyze meaningful dialog. 

“It’s about having conversations with students—getting 

student voices, and getting student feedback—in terms 

of what would make them feel safe in their schools,” one 

CBO leader explained. “It’s about engaging the parents 

and having that conversation,” she continued, including 

school staff, thinking about “what would make them  

feel comfortable and safe.” The question, one CBO  

leader reflected:

“[Was] how do we create a learning environment 

where young people feel safe and motivated to 

achieve their peak energies within a school frame 

and school dynamic, so that they can really achieve 

their ultimate level of enlightenment, of education, 

of creativity, of athleticism.”

Schools, he continued, “need to be a space where 

young people grow, and they get to explore and try differ-

ent things, and make mistakes, and not be punished for 

those mistakes.” Paralleling district officials and other 

CBO leaders, he reflected that schools historically have 

not only not been such “nurturing environments,” for 

young people, but “specifically for young people of color.”
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Question 3

What did CPS officials and CBO leaders believe, respectively, were the appropriate 
ways to measure the success of implementing the WSS Framework and WSS 
Planning Process at the school level?  

District officials and CBO leaders believed that the impact of the WSS Framework should be assessed 

along multiple dimensions including student and parent engagement, student outcomes, district 

resource provisions, and students and families’ experiences of their school communities.

District officials and CBO leaders’ perspectives on what 

would constitute “success” for the implementation of the 

WSS Framework reflected their commitment to community- 

engaged, inclusive, and equity-driven policymaking. 

Drawing on these commitments, they identified multiple  

ways to measure the impact of the framework. Both groups  

believed that the success of the WSS Framework needed 

to be assessed in part on the degree to which students, 

families, and community members participated in the 

development of school-level safety plans. As one CBO 

leader reflected, “how many people—students, parents, 

community members—actually engage in the process at 

their own schools” represented one of the most basic, 

fundamental measures of success.  Whether or not other 

outcomes (discussed below) ultimately improved, if 

students in particular weren’t engaged and connected to 

their school through this process, she reported, then the 

process had not succeeded.

Both groups also thought it was critically important  

to assess implementation of the WSS Framework in terms  

of impact on specific student outcomes. CPS officials 

and CBO leaders broadly agreed that success, whether 

in the aggregate or at the individual school level, should 

be measured in terms of meaningful reductions in 

out-of-school suspensions, police referrals, and school-

based arrests. In addition to these measures, all of which 

more or less directly result from  how schools address 

and respond to student conduct, district officials and 

CBO leaders also believed that the success of the WSS 

Framework, broadly, should be reflected in improving 

measures of student absences and chronic absenteeism,  

as we well as somewhat more distal measures of students’  

academic performance and likelihood of graduating.

CBO leaders, however, did report some concern 

about emphasizing these kinds of student outcome  

measures too heavily. In particular, they believed that 

it was important to balance assessments of student out-

comes with meaningful information about the extent 

to which schools’ efforts had been materially resourced 

and supported by the district to succeed. Transparency 

around inputs—resources, supports, and processes—

would contextualize learning about the impact of 

schools’ efforts under the WSS Framework. “As orga-

nizers,” one leader explained, “we put [those] questions 

at the forefront when we are running our own meetings.” 

However, she added, “they’re not always at the forefront 

[when considering] the day-to-day operations of [an]  

initiative” at the district or school level. Focusing  

narrowly on the outcomes without a full, critical  

accounting of the inputs can obscure the manner and 

extent to which things like resource allocation often 

determines the success or failure of policies or efforts, 

whether at the district or perhaps especially at the 

school level.

Finally, CBO leaders believed that it was critical 

to assess the impact of schools’ WSS Plans not only in 

terms of the impact schools’ efforts had on students’ 

academic outcomes, but also on students’ as well as 

families’ experiences. Measures of engagement—who 

participated and how—were valuable and important; 

however, CBO leaders also believed that it was critical  

to understand firsthand from students and parents 

whether the approaches adopted by schools under the 

WSS Framework were improving their experiences in 

school. “If the students are feeling like something is  

working,” one CBO leader explained, “and if the parents 

are feeling like something [is] working,” then you can  

say “this has been successful.” However, she continued, 

“If a student comes back and says…there hasn’t been 

crime taking place in the school and that’s great, but [I 

still] don’t feel supported in the school,” then “it hasn’t 

worked.” CBO leaders believed fundamentally in the 
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value of not only understanding the impact of schools’ 

efforts in terms of changes in student outcomes like 

suspensions or attendance, but also in terms of whether 

students felt “supported [by]” and “connected [to]” their 

schools. “What are the parents feeling?” a CBO leader 

asked. “Do they feel like their young people are getting the 

resources and supports that they need?” And “are they”—

meaning the families—“connecting with the school?” 
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Interpretive Summary

CPS officials and CBO leaders viewed the development of 

the WSS Framework as a novel and potentially replicable 

model of community-engaged, equity-focused policy-

making—a marked departure from the district’s history 

of limited student, family, and community involvement.

While not originally designed as a new model, par-

ticipants described the process as one that evolved into 

a template for future efforts. They highlighted several 

key features:

• Inclusive design: The process intentionally centered 

diverse perspectives—students, families, community 

members, and district staff—in shaping policy.

• Restorative orientation: CBO leaders described the 

collaboration as healing and restorative, grounded in 

restorative practice principles such as relationship-

building, trust, and reciprocal accountability.

• Addressing institutional harm: Partners saw their

work as a step toward repairing long-standing 

divisions and inequities between the district and 

communities most affected by past policies.

• Demonstrated possibility: The process itself was 

evidence that authentic collaboration can serve as 

a mechanism for equity, healing, and institutional 

change—showing that such approaches are both 

feasible and replicable in other contexts.

Additionally, CPS officials and CBO leaders saw the

WSS Framework as a way to ground safety planning in 

community perspectives, facilitate power-sharing, and 

move beyond a one-size-fits-all approach. By centering  

input from students, families, and community members,  

the framework aimed to redefine what safety meant in 

schools, while explicitly shifting power to those most 

affected. Participants recognized the importance of 

measuring impact not only through student outcomes 

but also through levels of engagement and resource 

allocation. CBO leaders, in particular, viewed this as a 

more holistic approach to assessing success, emphasizing  

the importance of providing resources and supports 

for community involvement in shaping and sustain-

ing school safety efforts. In many ways, this approach 

disrupted traditional, top-down safety planning by cen-

tering the lived experiences of students and families—

particularly those most affected by school discipline 

and policing—and recognized that equity requires not 

only shared decision-making, but also shared resources. 

It suggests that more just and sustainable approaches 

to school safety may depend on districts’ willingness to 

redefine success beyond narrow outcome metrics and 

invest in the conditions that make authentic commu-

nity engagement possible.

In many ways, the perceived successes of this effort 

also represent some of its most formidable challenges. 

One of the most significant of these will be sustaining 

and learning to work authentically with the degree of 

partnership and engagement this process has created, 

both at the district level and at the local school level. 

This can be particularly challenging in the midst of 

significant transitions in departmental and district 

leadership at CPS, as well as at the CBOE. Sustaining 

and building on those efforts is a defining challenge 

for WSS as it now scales from framework, to policy, to 

practice. Creating a collaborative, equity-driven policy-

making process is an initial step—its real test may lie in 

whether it can be sustained over time, especially amid 

leadership turnover and shifting priorities. The dura-

bility of this work depends not just on the framework or 

policy itself, but on the district’s capacity to institution-

alize authentic engagement as a core practice, not just a 

one-time initiative. It signals that replicability requires 

more than a model—it requires deep organizational 

commitment and cultural change.

By capturing how district and community actors 

co-constructed a framework grounded in trust, healing, 

and local voice, this study sheds some light on what it 

may take to move from exclusionary policy processes 

toward more equitable forms of engagement. These 

insights may be valuable to education leaders, practitio-

ners, and community organizers working to transform 

the meaning and practice of safety in schools.
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