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Eight steps for using test data to improve teaching and learning

by Kathryn Parker Boudett, Elizabeth A. City, and Richard ]. Murnane

The package containing data from last spring’s mandatory ~ do you maintain momentum in the face of all the other
state exam landed with a thud on principal Roger Bolton’s  demands at your school?

desk. The local newspaper had already published an arti- Our group of faculty and doctoral students at the Har-
cle listing Franklin High as a school “in need of improve- vard Graduate School of Education and school leaders
ment.” Now this package from the state offered the gory from three Boston public schools worked together for over
details. Roger had five years of packages like this one, shar-  two years to figure out what school leaders need to know

ing shelf space with binders
and boxes filled with results
from the other assessments
required by the district and
state. The sheer mass of
paper was overwhelming.
Roger wanted to believe
that there was something
his faculty could learn from
all these numbers that
would help them increase
student learning, But he
didn’t know where to start.

chool leaders across
S the nation share

Roger’s frustration.
The barriers to construc-
tive, regular use of stu-
dent assessment data to
improve instruction can
seem insurmountable.

and do to ensure that the
piles of student assessment
results landing on their
desks are used to improve
student learning in their
schools. We have found
that organizing the work of
instructional improvement
around a process that has
specific, manageable steps
helps educators build con-
fidence and skill in using
data. After much discus-
sion, we settled on a process
that includes eight distinct
steps school leaders can
take to use their student
assessment data effectively,
and organized these steps
into three phases: Prepare,
Inquire, and Act.

The “Data Wise”

There is just so much data. Where do you start? How do Improvement Process graphic shown at left illustrates the

you make time for the work? How do you build your fac- cyclical nature of this work. Initially, schools prepare for
ulty’s skill in interpreting data sensibly? How do you build  the work by establishing a foundation for learning from
a culture that focuses on improvement, not blame? How student assessment results. Schools then inguire—look
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for patterns in the data that indicate shortcomings in
teaching and learning—and subsequently act on what
they learn by designing and implementing instructional
improvements. Schools can then cycle back through
inquiry and further action in a process of ongoing
improvement. In the brief overview below, we outline the
steps in what can be both a messy and ultimately satisfy-
ing undertaking. (To learn what districts can do to support
this work, see “The ‘Data Wise’ District,” p. 3.}

Step 1. Organizing for Collaborative Work
Ongoing conversations around data are an important way
to increase staff capacity to both understand and carry out
school improvement work. School leaders who regularly
engage their faculties in meaningful discussions of assess-
ment results and other student data often describe them-
selves as being committed to building a “data culture” or
“culture of inquiry.” To build this kind of culture, your
school will need to establish a data team to handle the
technical and organizational aspects of the work, includ-
ing compiling an inventory of data from various sources
and managing this information. You will also want to
establish team structures and schedules that enable col-
laborative work among faculty members, and engage in
carcful planning and facilitation to ensure that collabora-
tive work is productive. Because looking deeply at student
performance and teaching practice can be uncomfortable
at first, you may find that using formal pro-
tocols to structure group discussions can be
quite helpful.

Step 2: Building Assessment Literacy
When you look through the assessment
reports for your school, it can sometimes
feel as if they are written in a different lan-
guage. So many lerms, S0 many caveats,

so many footnotes! As a school leader, how
can you help your faculty begin to make
sense of it all? An essential step in the “Pre-
pare” phase is to help your faculty develop
assessment literacy. To interpret score
reports, it helps to understand the different
types of assessments and the various scales
that are used. To appreciate what infer-
ences may be drawn from these reports and
which differences in outcomes are mean-
ingful, familiarity with key concepts such
as reliability, validity, measurement error,
and sampling error can really help. It is also
important to have a candid discussion with
your faculty about why “gaming the sys-
tem” by teaching to the test may not serve
students well.

Step 3: Creating a Data Overview

As you move into the “Inquiry” phase of
the process, a good starting place is to have
your data team create graphic displays
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of your standardized test results. Schools often receive
assessment reports in a format that can be quite over-
whelming. With a modest investment in learning techni-
cal skills, your data team can repackage these results to
make it easier for your faculty to see patterns in the data.
As a school leader, you can then engage your teachers and
administrators in constructive conversations about what
they see in the data overview. Again, using protocols to
structure conversations can help ensure that these discus-
sions are productive.

Step 4: Digging into Student Data

Once your faculty has discussed the data overview, it is
time to dig into student data to identify a “learner-cen-
tered problem”—a problem of understanding or skill that
is common to many students and underlies their perfor-
mance on assessments. In this step of the process, you
may look deeply into the data sources you investigated
for your data overview. You will also go on to investigate
other data sources to look for patterns or inconsistencies
[see “Triangulating Data,” below). The process of dig-
ging into data can deepen your faculty’s understanding of
student performance, help you move past “stuck points”
{"We're teaching it, but they’re not getting it!”), and allow
you to come to a shared understanding of the skills or
knowledge around which your students need the most
support.
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Step 5: Examining Instruction
In order to solve your learner-centered problem, it is
important at this stage to reframe it as a “problem of
practice” that your faculty will tackle. Now the chal-
lenge is to develop a shared understanding of what
effective instruction around this issue would look
like. School leaders can help teachers become skilled
at examining practice, articulating what is actually
happening in classrooms, and comparing it to the
kind of instruction that is needed.

Step 6: Developing an Action Plan

Solutions at last! It may seem as though you have to
work through a large number of steps before decid-
ing what to do about the issues suggested by your
data. But because of the careful work you have done
so far, the remaining steps will go more smoothly.

In this first step of the “Act” phase of the work, you
begin by deciding on an instructional strategy that
will solve the problem of practice you identified. You
then work collaboratively to describe what this strat-
egy will look like when implemented in classrooms.
Then it is time to put the plan down on paper. By
documenting team members’ roles and responsibili-
ties, you build internal accountability. By identifying
the professional development and instruction your
team will need and inchuding it in your action plan,
you let teachers know they will be supported every
step of the way.

Step 7: Planning to Assess Progress

Before implementing your plan, you need to figure
out how you will measure its success. Too often, edu-
cators skip this step and find themselves deep into
implementation without a clear sense of how they
will assess progress. As a school leader, you can help
your school decide in advance what short-, medium-,
and long-term data you will gather and how you will
gather it. You can then work together to sct clear
short-, medium-, and long-term goals for student
improvement.

Step 8: Acting and Assessing
Your school team worked hard to put their action
plan ideas down on paper. Now that it is time to bring the
ideas up off the paper, four questions can guide your work
as a school leader: Are we all on the same page? Are we
doing what we said we'd do? Are our students learning
more? Where do we go from here? Implementation of the
action plan can be like conducting an experiment in which
you test your theories of how instructional strategies lead
to student learning.

We made a very conscious decision to draw the “Data
Wise” Improvement Process as an arrow curving back
on itself. Once you get to the “end” of the “Act” phase,
you continue to repeat the cycle with further inquiry. As
the practice of using a structured approach to improving
instruction becomes ingrained, you may find it easier to

know what questions to ask, how to examine the data, and
how to support teachers and students. You will also be able
to go deeper into the work, asking tougher questions, set-
ting higher goals, and involving more people in using data
wisely, ™

Kathryn Parker Boudett teaches at the Harvard Graduate
School of Education. Elizabeth A. City teaches aspiring princi-
pals in Boston’s School Leadership Institute and is a doctoral
student at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. Richard
J. Murnane, an economist, is the Thompson Professor of Fduca-
tion and Society at the Harvard Graduate School of Education.
This article is adapted from Data Wise: A Step-by-Step Guide to
Using Assessment Results to Improve Teaching and Learning
edited by Kathryn Parker Boudett, Elizabeth A. City, and Rich-
ard J. Murnane (Harvard Education Press, 2005).
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THE DATA WISE IMPROVEMENT PROCESS

(for use with the Stoplight protocol)
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Data Team Responsibilities
Typical responsibilities for Data Team members include:
* Collect and analyze a variety of types of school data
» Develop or adapt common assessment instruments
e Commit to norms of collaboration and to examining data from an equity perspective

e Use the processes and tools in this guide to identify student-learning problems, verify causes,
generate solutions, monitor and achieve results for students.

* Consult research to investigate problems, causes, and best practice

* Develop data-supported action plans

e Communicate with staff and key stakeholders about the findings and the plans

* Oversee the implementation of the plan (school wide or vertical team) and/or implement
instructional improvement in their own classrooms (grade, course, or subject teams)

« Share successes and challenges from their own classrooms and/or at the school level

* Engage a broader group of stakeholders to gain their input, involvement, and commitment

¢ Coordinate with other school or district initiatives and leaders

« Develop their knowledge and skills in data literacy and collaborative inquiry, content
knowledge, pedagogical content knowledge, and generic pedagogical knowledge, cultural
proficiency, and leadership and facilitation




Launching the Data Team Planning Template

1. Data Team purpose:

2. Roles Responsibilities, and Decision Making:

a. The Data Team will carry out the following activities:

b. The Data Coach will carry out the following activities:

c. The data team is authorized to make the following decisions:

d. The data team is authorized to make recommendations only regarding the
following:

e. The timeline for the team’s work is:

f. We will meet:

When (day of the week/time):

Where:

How Often:

1
Adapted from: A Data Coach’s Guide to Improving Learning for All Students; Corwin Press, 2008.




3. Interacting with other initiatives and stakeholders:

a. Plan for ongoing communication and coordination:

Plan for Ongoing Communication/Coordination

With Other Initiatives, Teams, Faculty, and Stakeholders

WHATIS
THEIR
PURPOSE? HOW WILL WE
OTHER HOW DOES | INTERACT/SHARE
INITIATIVES, THEIR RESOURCES AND
TEAMS, WORK COMMUNICATE
FACULTY, AND | RELATE TO WITH THESE RESULTS/
STAKEHOLDERS | OURS? INITIATIVES? WHEN? NEXT STEPS
Initiatives:
Teams:
Faculty:
Other Stakeholders
2

Adapted from: A Data Coach’s Guide to Improving Learning for All Students; Corwin Press, 2008.




b. Support needed from other stakeholders:

WHO WHAT SUPPORT WE NEED

Principal

Department Chair(s)

District Leaders

Faculty

Assessment or Data

Coordinator

School board

Parents

KLA

Others

3
Adapted from: A Data Coach’s Guide to Improving Learning for All Students; Corwin Press, 2008.




4. Agreements about working together as a team:

a. Collaborative norms:

b. “Undiscussables” we agree to discuss:

c. Any other agreements (e.g., be on time for meetings, do advance
preparation, no finger pointing or blaming, put welfare of students first,
reveal our own weaknesses and mistakes, be accountable, share
leadership):

4
Adapted from: A Data Coach’s Guide to Improving Learning for All Students; Corwin Press, 2008.




Planning Your Data Wall
Labels for Data Wall Components (Sample)

« State Assessment Results

» District Assessment Results

» School Assessment Results

» AYP Subgroup(s) Results

* Instructional Strategies

* Are They Working? (Results Indicators)
* Monitoring Continuous Progress
* Frequent and Ongoing

*» Assessment Results

* Analysis of Effect Data

* Analysis of Cause Data

» Goals

Questions to Consider

1. What information will you use?

2. Who will help prepare the Data Wall?

3. Where will the data wall be displayed?

4. What other Data Walls will be beneficial?

“Science Fair Approach”
Information for Panels

Left Panel includes tables, charts, graphs, and illustrate formative and summative
assessment results for school. (May include narrative)

Middle Panel includes data on teaching strategies associated with the content areas
(e.g. mathematics) followed by a brief narrative.

Right Panel includes inferences and conclusions

Adopted from: Data Teams Copyright 2006 Center for Performance Assessment; Reeves.




Data Walls: Left Panel Information (sample)

State Assessment Results

Reading Mathematics Writing
District Assessment Results
Reading Mathematics Writing
Building Assessment Results
Reading Mathematics Writing
AYP Subgroup(s) Results
Subgroup Reading Mathematics
Hispanic
Asian
African-American
Caucasian
ELL
Disabilities

Lower Socio-economic

Adopted from: Data Teams Copyright 2006 Center for Performance Assessment; Reeves.




Data Walls: Right Panel Information (Sample)

Instructional Strategies

Reading Mathematics Writing
Is It Working? Monitoring Continuous Progress
Frequent and Ongoing Assessment Results
Reading Mathematics Writing

Other Relevant Student Achievement Information

Adopted from: Data Teams Copyright 2006 Center for Performance Assessment; Reeves.




Data Walls: Center Panel Information

Analysis of Effect Data
Celebrations Strengths Concerns/Areas of Priorities
Urgent Need

Analysis of Cause Data

Celebrations Strengths Concerns/Areas of Priorities
Urgent Need

Goals
Annual: School-wide Goals

Reading:
Mathematics:

Writing:

Annual: Grade-Level , Team, and/or Department Goal

Adopted from: Data Teams Copyright 2006 Center for Performance Assessment; Reeves.




Data Pyramid
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Constructing a Data Pyramid (Table Work)

Read over the definitions on this handout. Then, using the blank pyramid template, construct a
pyramid that represents the relative time and attention currently given to each of these data
sources in your school (e.g., weekly, quarterly, annually, never). Write the name of each of the
five types of data (shown in the table below) in the most appropriate “layer,” with the widest
part of the pyramid representing where you spend the greatest amount of time and the top of
the pyramid where you spend the least time. Then use a second blank pyramid template to
construct the pyramid to illustrate your ideal configuration.

Definitions:

Formative assessments: Assessments for learning; happen while learning is still under way and
throughout teaching and learning to diagnose needs, plan next steps, and provide students
with feedback.

Summative assessments: Assessments of learning; happen after learning is supposed to have
occurred to determine if it did (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, & Chappuis, 2004, p. 31).

Types of Data Example
State and district annual assessment data Aggregated, disaggregated, strand, item-
(summative) level, and student work
Data about people, practices, perceptions Demographics and enrollment data,

surveys, interviews, observations

Benchmark common assessments End-of-unit tests, common grade-level tests
(summative and formative)

Formative common assessments Math problem-of-the-week, writing
samples, science journals, other student
work

Formative classroom assessments Student self-assessments, descriptive

feedback, selected response, written
response, personal communications,
observations of performance

Adapted from “A Data Coach’s Guide to Improving Learning for all Students” Corwin Press, 2008.
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