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Meeting engagement mandates
with more useful data
Illinois

mandates that school districts conduct yearly stakeholder

engagement surveys. The traditional surveys used, however, weren’t actionable
because they are based on closed-ended questions and analysis that failed to
generate meaningful insight.
“Unfortunately, the data that we get back isn’t always useful because the results
are grouped into categories that are not logical extensions of the questions that
are asked,” explains Dr. Owen, Urbana School District’s Superintendent.
Dr. Owen believes that “qualitative, open-ended questions provide much
richer data and provide a better context for not just making decisions, but
also creating understanding.” He felt that Thoughtexchange, which is based on
open-ended questions, could potentially satisfy state mandates while providing
better insight to the district.
“Thoughtexchange provides us with a deeper understanding because it delivers
a qualitative narrative about what people believe are the real issues. The idea
of representing passion and priority was incredibly intriguing to me and has
provided us with incredible, rich conversations,” says Dr. Owen.
In fact, these conversations have helped surface new community priorities,
improved communications, increased buy-in, and allowed Dr. Owen and his
team to successfully meet state-mandates.
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Inspiring deeper thinking
In Thoughtexchange’s Star step participants get to see the thoughts they shared
surrounded by the thoughts of others. They can also assign value to the ones that
resonate most. Dr. Owen believes this enabled Urbana’s stakeholders and their
leadership team to think more critically about the issues facing the District.
“In traditional surveys participants just become one of a multitude of data points. With
Thoughtexchange you get to see every answer, and you have the opportunity to see what
resonates with you or what you disagree with. It gets you thinking, and that’s what we
are about in education,” he elaborates.
“The more we encourage thinking - whether it’s about this meta-cognitive thing, or
whether we’re thinking about the content that we’re teaching - that’s what we should
be about. I think that Thoughtexchange is a great tool to represent that deeper level of
thinking about the ideas that are coming out of engagement.”

“In traditional surveys participants just become one of a multitude of data points.
With Thoughtexchange you get to see every answer, and you have the
opportunity to see what resonates with you or what you disagree with.
It gets you thinking, and that’s what we are about in education.”
DR. DONALD OWEN, SUPERINTENDENT URBANA SCHOOL DISTRICT #116

Surfacing important issues
Urbana’s Thoughtexchange included 1,204 stakeholders who shared 3,128 thoughts
and assigned more than 82,000 stars to the thoughts that mattered most. This level of
participation gave the District insight they didn’t have in the past.
For example, the District expected to see personalized learning emerge as an important
issue for people, the results surfaced a different priority:
“One of our key findings, and one of our biggest surprises, was how much the idea of
elementary physical education resonated with people,” says Dr. Owen.
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Transparent process allows immediate action
Urbana was able to use their results to drive two immediate actions. Principals and
administrative leaders were asked to incorporate stakeholder feedback into their
individual continuous improvement plans. Each school was also asked to formally
celebrate the successes that were recognized by the community.
The affirmation that came through in the
results was validating to staff and diffused
any resistance there might have been to
improvement planning. Dr. Owen believes
this is because of the transparency of
the Thoughtexchange process. “With
other types of surveys there often is a
level of resistance because of the lack of
transparency and the lack of being able to
see your own voice in the data,” he explains.
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and energy from the diversity of the community. We value the partnerships we have

you can also start creating defensive

with our families, community organiza-

narratives to explain the results. It is hard

tions, and the University of Illinois. Work-

to be defensive when the narrative is so
transparent and so clearly there like it is

ing together we strive to to create schools

with Thoughtexchange. You have to be

and learning environments that reflect the

reflective. I think that’s a better way to

values of innovation, inclusiveness, and

engage administrators. Being completely

excellence.

transparent about why you’re doing the
survey, what the survey says, and how
you can see every response in the results
is powerful.”

Partnership overcomes obstacles
Partnering with Thoughtexchange freed
Dr. Owen and his team from collecting,
grouping and analysing data and allowed
them to focus on addressing issues. The
District appreciated Thoughtexchange’s
flexibility and their willingness to group
the data according to Urbana’s strategic
initiatives – something that wasn’t possible
with the more traditional surveys.
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Urbana School District #116 gains strength

usd116.org

“We had the reworked results in about a week and a half and it was exactly what we had
asked for. That’s amazing! That’s above and beyond what I was expecting, but it also really
reinforces the power of this data and the power of Thoughtexchange as a team concept
for engagement. If I wanted to do the analysis on my own I’d still be working it well into the
summer,” says Dr. Owen.
Thoughtexchange created a website and presentations for Urbana to help Dr. Owen
communicate the results back to stakeholders. “Having the graphs laid out with the areas
of concern and areas of appreciation, categorized according to topic, makes it very easy to
keep the Board focused on how they can help move issues forward,” says Dr. Owen. He also
used the materials with various administrative and parent groups.

“We had the reworked results in about a week and a half and it was
exactly what we had asked for. That’s above and beyond what I was expecting,
but it also really reinforces the power of this data and the power of
Thoughtexchange as a team concept for engagement.
If I wanted to do the analysis on my own I’d still be working it well into the summer.”
DR. DONALD OWEN, SUPERINTENDENT URBANA SCHOOL DISTRICT #116

When technical consultants came to the District to provide guidance and survey tools for
Urbana’s Intentional Data Review, Dr. Owen showed them the Thoughtexchange results.
“They were impressed with the level of detail and analysis that was in the website, as well as
the Power Points and the graphs,” says Dr. Owen.
“I then asked them if we could use Thoughtexchange to create our baseline assessment
because we get a better response rate and richer data that our administrators are used
to seeing. We are grateful that they allowed us to use Thoughtexchange for the review
because we had much more buy-in as a result.”

5

Continuing the dialogue
“We’re all working for the same common goal, which, in a sense, is the common good. It’s not
easy to define and deliver the common good. You have to look at each person individually
and ask what each individual needs. I think that the transparency and vulnerability of the
Thoughtexchange process help build trust with our stakeholders and that allows us to do
more,” says Dr. Owen.
“We’re still engaged and digging into what the feedback means,” he adds. “That’s what a good
set of data should do. It should keep you engaged as a decision-maker, looking more, and
asking more questions and generating more dialogue.”

“Thoughtexchange provides us with a
deeper understanding because it delivers
a qualitative narrative about what people
believe are the real issues. The idea of
representing passion and priority was
incredibly intriguing to me and has provided
us with incredible, rich conversations.”
DR. DONALD OWEN
SUPERINTENDENT URBANA SCHOOL DISTRICT #116
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