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ABSTRACT 

STRUCTURES AND SUPPORTS FOR DATA USE IN SCHOOLS:   

A QUALITATIVE CASE STUDY OF ONE URBAN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 

By  

Anne M. Groh 

The University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, 2013 

Under the Supervision of Professor Gail Schneider, Ph.D. 

A federal policy in the United States has required sweeping changes in K-12 

education.  With No Child Left Behind legislation, schools are challenged to create 

conditions that bring each student to federally-set academic proficiency levels.  Many 

schools have become more attentive to data about student performance and how it can 

inform their teaching decisions to meet federal goals under No Child Left Behind.  How 

one urban elementary school in the Midwestern United States used data for decision-

making in 2010-2011 was the focus of this research.  The purpose of this study was to 

gain understanding about how personnel in one academically successful urban 

elementary school use data to guide instructional decisions.  Findings show that beyond 

structures and supports provided by the district for data informed decision-making at the 

school level, teacher efficacy and guided inquiry into data use were powerful factors 

contributing to student learning and academic success.   

This research was a qualitative case study guided by naturalistic inquiry.  

Qualitative, interview data were coded through content analysis and meaning was made 

from participant interviews and document analysis.   
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 In this study, data were defined as results stemming from formative and 

summative assessments within the learning context.  These questions were answered:  

What are the structures and strategies used for data-driven decision-making, and what are 

the roles of the school principal, the teachers and other stakeholders in the decision-

making framework?   

 Key findings emerged.  First, there are differences in data-driven decision making 

models at the federal policymaking level and school level.  Still, both federal policy and 

district policy provided limited value to practitioners at the local level.  This underscores 

the need for localized innovative practices and for local representation in larger policy 

decisions.  Another finding is the role of instructional leadership in facilitating data-

driven decision making in the classroom.  Instructional leadership that is grounded in 

relationships of trust and caring impacts teacher growth. Transformational change is most 

responsive to strategies that engage teachers as co-authors of reform including 

professional learning communities, teacher efficacy, and community building around 

improvement efforts.  In this way, institutionalized supports and genuine care work hand 

in hand to transform teaching and learning. 
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

 This research was a qualitative case study of professional structures and supports related 

to decision-making among educators in an urban elementary school.  The study was undertaken 

during the 2010-11school year in the context of public schools nationwide adapting to No Child 

Left Behind (NCLB), the federal legislation that sets achievement standards for students and puts 

unprecedented accountability measures in place for educators.  NCLB mandates have inspired 

various studies of school structures, programs and processes that promote instructional change.  

Still, researchers know little about how educators engage with these structures, programs and 

protocols in their daily work (Spillane, Halverson & Diamond, 2001). 

Statement of the Problem 

Research supports the idea that using data strategically has a positive impact on student 

learning (Bernhardt, 2005; Earl & Katz, 2006).  And, building local capacity has been recognized 

as pivotal to the implementation of educational reform (Berman & McLaughlin, 1977; Elmore & 

McLaughlin, 1988).  Researchers have discovered that the leadership role of the principal is 

instrumental in driving the effective use of data among teachers and staff (Boudett, City, & 

Murnane, 2007; Earl & Katz, 2006; Elmore, 2006; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2006; Supovitz & 

Klein, 2003; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006).  Additionally, the degree to which teachers 

incorporate standards and accountability into their practice of teaching and learning is ultimately 

what affects student learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998).  Therefore, an understanding of how 

school personnel use data to drive instructional decisions over the course of a school year would 

provide perspective about how federal policy related to standards and assessment is actually 

implemented at the local level to foster student learning.   
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Research Questions 

 This study examined the structures and strategies used to support the application of test 

data to teaching practices within Central Unified School District at Friendship Elementary 

School.  The school selected for study stood out for having improved test scores even as its 

percentage of low-SES and minority students increased.  The researcher, therefore, believed that 

even as challenges to effective data use might be evident at the school, exemplary instances of 

decision-making supports and structures might be identified.  This study sought to understand the 

use of data within four areas by asking these primary research questions: 

1. What are the structures and strategies used for data-driven decision making? 

2. What is the school principal’s role in the use of data for decision making? 

3. What are the teachers’ roles in the use of data? 

4. How do other stakeholders such as consultants engage with data? 

Answers to these questions were sought primarily through interviews with teachers, the 

elementary school principal, district-level leaders and an external consultant throughout the 

2010/11 school year.  Data were triangulated with the researcher’s observations from interviews 

and analyses of school documents.  

Significance of the Study 

 This study builds upon the knowledge of the work of school personnel as data users.  It 

can inform educators and policymakers about how various stakeholders in schools use data to 

impact student learning (Kerr, Marsh, Ikemoto, Darilek, & Barney, 2006).  Identifying the 

structures and strategies that support the use of data is an essential component of school reform 

efforts, especially as leaders work toward building a culture of inquiry in which data use is 
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embedded in day-to-day practices (Anderson, Leithwood, & Strauss, 2010).  The findings of this 

study are intended to inform research on school leadership (Wayman, Midgley, & Stringfield, 

2006).  It also suggests areas for further research related to data use in schools. 

Background of This Study 

A history of data use and decision-making structures in United States education dates 

back to when compulsory education became widespread.  Two conflicting camps emerged 

concerning the purpose of education and, by extension, the proper use of data and the ideal form 

of educational management.  Both schools of thought – the social efficiency proponents 

(Zeichner & Liston, 1990) and the Progressives (Cremin, 1961) have legacies in education today.   

During the early 1900s, waves of immigrants came to the United States seeking various 

freedoms and financial prosperity.  Initially it was common for immigrant children to join the 

labor force and work alongside their mothers and fathers in poorly regulated factories and coal 

mines.  In an effort to improve the literacy rate among immigrant children and to aid cultural 

assimilation efforts, states began to pass compulsory school attendance laws.  Massachusetts was 

the first state to pass a law in 1852, followed by New York in 1853.  By 1918, all states required 

children to attend school.  Progressive Era politics led to federal restrictions on child labor in 

1937.  Schooling became the solution for what to do with children while their parents were at 

work (Goodman, 2012).   

 Public schools emerged at a rapid pace to accommodate the quickly growing urban 

populations.  Soon the issue of a school’s best function became a heated topic for debate among 

politicians, educators and business people.  Those from the “social efficiency” camp argued that 

schools ought to primarily prepare children for the workforce.  Meanwhile, those pushing for 
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“progressive education” emphasized the importance of educating students for their eventual roles 

as adult citizens in a nominally democratic society.  These two camps advocated for radically 

different styles of education in terms of how data should be used and how educational 

management should be exercised.   

Social Efficiency Proponents 

The social efficiency movement of the early 1900s involved the belief that science could 

be applied to improve worker efficiency.  It took over in education when proponents argued that 

modern principles of scientific management, originally put forth to maximize the efficiency of 

factories, could be applied with equal success to schools (Zeichner & Liston,1990).  The 

movement was led by the engineer Frederick Winslow Taylor, a man known for using his 

stopwatch on the factory floor.  Social efficiency policies (Cremin,1961)  were also encouraged 

by influential educators such as John Bobbitt (Bobbitt,1912) and David Snedden (Tyack,1979) 

and by sociologists and psychologists.  Their ideas were well-received by politicians, US Army 

officials, and influential business leaders and philanthropists such as Andrew Carnegie.   

Emphasizing work preparedness, these stakeholders promoted a basic curriculum that 

included teaching students to speak English, become literate and perform basic computations.  

The expectation was that children would become prepared for their adult roles through rote 

memorization (Shepard, 2000).  Critical thinking skills and creativity were not prized.  The 

importance of following directions was a crucial part of the hidden curriculum; after all, 

employers wanted a compliant workforce.   

 The factory-friendly idea of a workforce being accustomed to taking orders also applied 

among school staff.  Business leaders and community leaders had been criticizing educators for 

being inefficient and teaching antiquated curricula despite massive financial investments in 
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public schooling (Campbell et al., 1987).  Taylor’s ideas about how to manage operations 

became the underpinnings of school administration.  Central to “the Taylor system” was the 

transfer of power from workers to a central authority for the sake of efficiency.  Taylor’s 

industrial-age management model breaks the system down into pieces; in school districts, one 

person is a superintendent, another is a principal, yet another is a teacher.  Each person does the 

tasks assigned to his or her specialized job, which eliminates the need to build partnerships 

across job functions and increases efficiency (Senge, 1990).    

 Similarly, schools are organized into classroom grades, with a certain amount of time 

allocated to each content area for a given number of days during the school year.  There is little 

room for maneuvering around the established schedule and calendar year.  It reflects the factory 

model prevalent during the turn of the century.   

 Elements of Taylorism are still evident in public schools today, but organizations evolve.  

For example, the present case study shows how power can be shared in different ways even as 

school employees hold distinct roles.  Such power-sharing would likely be advocated by John 

Dewey, the social scientist and educator who was frequently at odds with members of the social 

efficiency movement. 

John Dewey and Progressive Education 

 John Dewey was careful to point out the drawbacks of factory-friendly efficiency being 

applied to education.  He argued that public schools would better serve society by teaching 

children to participate thoughtfully, responsibly and actively in a democracy.  While at the 

University of Chicago from 1896-1903, Dewey directed the Laboratory School of the University 

of Chicago.  This demonstration school was a collaborative venture between parents, teachers 

and educators to promote learning through natural exploration, student interests and 
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developmental needs rather than a top-down or teacher-directed approach (Mayhew & Edwards, 

1936; Darling-Hammond, 1997).   

Ralph Tyler’s Eight-Year Study in the 1930s documented how students from progressive 

schools like Dewey’s were more academically successful, resourceful and socially responsible 

than 1,475 matched peers from traditional schools (Smith & Tyler, 1942).  Moreover, research 

during the 1960s showed that Progressive Era curricula and inquiry-oriented teaching produced 

learning gains in students’ abilities in areas of critical thinking, problem solving, written and oral 

language, and creative expression (Darling-Hammond, 1997).  Nonetheless, despite this 

empirical evidence, Dewey’s ideas are often eclipsed by those of purely back-to-basics advocates 

as debate about the role of schools continues today.   

Today’s emphasis upon standardized testing in schools can be traced back to this early 

struggle between social efficiency and progressive politics.  While Dewey encouraged 

experiential education, social efficiency proponents focused on devising scientific measures of 

ability in order to determine which students were best suited for each vocation.  As their ideas 

took hold, students’ educational paths and adult work roles were increasingly determined early 

on through standardized testing.  This led to inequities in education and ultimately the passage of 

No Child Left Behind. 

The Emergence of Testing 

The Intelligence Quotient (IQ) came to the U.S. from France.  American psychologists 

described the IQ test as being an exact measure of a fixed, inherited trait.  Goddard, a prominent 

psychologist at the time, regarded intelligence as a “unitary mental process…which was inborn” 

(Goddard, 1920).  Terman, another prominent psychologist, worked with Goddard to rank 
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schoolchildren according to their IQ scores, asserting that there was a relationship between a 

person’s IQ score and one’s natural lot in life:  “An IQ below 70 rarely permits anything better 

than unskilled labor… the range of 70-80 is preeminently that of semiskilled labor; from 80-100 

that of ordinary clerical labor” and so on (Campbell, Fleming, Newell &Bennion, 1987).  

Curriculum offerings were then tailored to each group of students so that differentiated 

instruction would prepare them for their predetermined level of employment.   

Social efficiency meant that students wouldn’t spend time on material that would not be 

of direct service to their employers.  For John Bobbitt, a leader in the social efficiency movement, 

a primary goal of curriculum design was the elimination of wastefulness (1912) and he 

maintained it was wasteful to teach people things they would never use.  Bobbitt’s most telling 

principle was that each individual should be educated “according to his capabilities.”  

During this time, the US Army contacted Robert Yerkes of the American Psychological 

Association to develop a group administered test, similar to the individual intelligence test 

developed in France, so that the Army could identify recruits most likely to succeed in officer 

training programs for World War I.  The resulting aptitude test was known as the Army Alpha.  

It provided Army officials with information about how a recruit scored on test items such as 

following directions and mathematical reasoning in comparison to his peers.  Those who did well 

were sent to officer training school, and those who scored lower were sent to fight in the war or 

were denied entry into the Army (Popham, 2001).  It was a highly successful measurement tool 

for its intended purpose.  Following the war, the U.S. Copyright Office received multiple 

requests to copyright new educational tests.  These tests were different only in that they were 

achievement tests rather than aptitude tests (Popham, 2001). 
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As a result, achievement testing soon merged with IQ testing as a way to measure student 

aptitude and levels of learning.  According to Ralph Tyler (1942), “The achievement-testing 

movement provided a new tool by which educational problems could be studied systematically 

in terms of more objective evidence regarding the effects produced in pupils” (p. 349).   

Unfortunately for students, test data were not applied for “problems” or remedial 

education.  The Army method was applied to students instead.  Test results were applied to track 

them into career clusters, not to help all students attain a standard level of proficiency. 

Educators and policy makers have long acknowledged a value for precise forms of 

measurement, the importance of routinely collecting and analyzing information and the use of 

scientific procedures (Campbell et al., 1987).  Today, more data are available than ever before.  

A crucial difference from a century ago involves how the data are to be used under NCLB.  

Modern educators’ overall goal is to use data to help all students meet certain standards.  While 

the collection of data in schools is not new, the way in which the data are to be applied is 

unprecedented.  However, important steps toward the contemporary goal were taken in the 

1960s. 

Federal Reforms in Education 

By the 1960s, national attention became focused on shortcomings of the factory model 

for education and the ways in which test data were being applied.  Activists protested large 

disparities in educational opportunities and student performance (Campbell et al., 1987).  

President Kennedy began working on a bill to provide equal access to education for all children.  

After his assassination, President Johnson continued Kennedy’s work through the War on 

Poverty.  In 1965, he signed The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), America’s 

most expansive and enduring federal education bill.  It provided federal funds to local school 
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districts on the basis of how many low-income students they served.  The ESEA has been 

reauthorized several times since 1965, most recently in 2002.   

President Johnson’s reform effort coincided with increasing concern about the high 

achievement levels of students in other countries.  In particular, the Soviet Union's successful 

launching of the Sputnik spacecraft in 1957 raised concerns that the Soviet school system was 

producing superior scientists.  Those fears seem to have never been allayed.  In 1983 the 

National Commission on Excellence in Education published A Nation at Risk; a bleak report 

suggesting that national security was at risk because of substandard public education.  The report 

states: 

Our nation is at risk.  Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry, 

science and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors 

throughout the world…the educational foundations of our society are presently 

being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a 

nation and a people.  (p. 1) 

Resulting efforts for educational improvement included legislation in 41 states that 

mandated coursework in core curricular areas, increased requirements for teacher certification, 

and attempted to standardize curricula.  Despite these efforts, five years later the Department of 

Education released a new report, The Reading Report Card, 1971-88:  Trends from the National 

Report, which stated that these reform efforts had been ineffectual (Mullis & Jenkins, 1990).   

The most recent wave of school reform has three foci:  The development and use of 

ambitious content area standards as the basis of standards and accountability; the dual emphasis 

upon setting demanding performance standards for all students; and the use of high-stakes 
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accountability measures for schools, teachers and students (Linn, 1998).  These can be seen in 

Goals 2000 and No Child Left Behind. 

Goals 2000 

Performance standards are a salient feature of the new reform initiative, No Child Left 

Behind.  To meet these standards, the federal government has encouraged states to develop 

demanding content in a standardized curriculum.  This push for standardized curriculum is 

backed by two pieces of legislation from 1994:  The Title I requirements in the Improving 

America’s Schools Act of 1994, and the Clinton Administration’s Goals 2000:  Educate America 

Act.  As described below, Goals 2000 led to today’s No Child Left Behind Act. 

In 1990 the US Department of Education had reported that “stagnation at relatively low 

levels appears to describe the level of performance of American students” (Alsalam & Ogle, 

1990).  Goals 2000 embodies the belief that American schools are generally undemanding and 

accept mediocrity, and that much more intellectually challenging instruction is needed to make 

students more academically and economically competitive.  The plan is ambitious:  It aims to 

create a new guiding framework for public education that would focus on demanding high 

academic standards and tightening the links between these standards, curricula, instruction and 

assessment (McGill-Franzen, 2000).   

In 1994, the Goals 2000 Educate America Act established a process for creating 

standards, measuring student performance and providing support for students to reach these 

standards.  According to the North Central Regional Laboratory (2009), this act  

Codified in law the six original education goals concerning school:  [R]eadiness, school 

completion, student academic achievement, leadership in math and science, adult literacy, 
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and safe and drug-free schools.  It added two new goals which encouraged teacher 

professional development and parental participation.  (Paris, 1994) 

Goals 2000 was accompanied by the mandated use of test results as high-stakes 

accountability measures for schools, teachers and students.  Standardized testing continued 

gaining momentum despite strong criticism that standardized tests were yielding inflated results 

in student achievement levels (Linn, 1998) and that testing narrowed the curriculum to an 

emphasis on basic skills (Resnick & Resnick, 1992).   

No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) 

 Following Goals 2000, the No Child Left Behind Act placed an increased emphasis upon 

standardized test scores to demonstrate student achievement.  Signed into law on January 8, 2002 

by President George W. Bush, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) is a federal policy 

predicated upon the theory that with the right combination of highly qualified teachers, 

scientifically based programs and the use of certain data for accountability purposes, each 

student in the country will become proficient in core academic areas.   

NCLB provides the federal challenge that all students be proficient on state assessments 

by the year 2013.  Each year, standardized tests measure students’ skills and knowledge in 

reading, math, science and social studies.  Data from these assessments are intended to provide 

teachers, parents, and the wider school community information they need to evaluate the 

students’ academic success.   

As a condition of receiving federal funds, NCLB requires that districts document success 

in terms of what each child needs to know and accomplish in school.  The Act contains four 

basic principles:  Stronger accountability for documented improvement in achievement for all 
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students; increased district flexibility and local control; expanded school choice options for 

parents; and an emphasis on using teaching methods that have been proven to increase 

achievement levels (US Government, 2003).  In addition, states must establish academic 

standards to guide their curricula and must adopt a testing program that is aligned with those 

standards (McGuinn, 2005 and McGuinn, 2006).  Furthermore, all states must have “adequate 

yearly progress” (AYP) benchmarks for student achievement.  Results for each school are made 

public and consequences are mandated for schools that do not improve (Abernathy, 2007).  If a 

school fails to meet AYP for two or more years consecutively, the consequences become more 

severe.  A table listing the consequences for schools that fail to make AYP is listed in Appendix 

A. 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP).  AYP is the heart of testing under NCLB.  AYP is 

based on the results of students’ scores on the standardized test administered annually.  

Achieving AYP means one of two things:  Either a sufficiently high percentage of the students in 

the school or district meet state academic proficiency levels in identified content areas, or the 

school or district is meeting state requirements to demonstrate sufficient growth toward 

proficiency targets.   

Schools and districts are judged by the performance of all of their students and by the 

performance of students in subgroups.  There are eight subgroups of students:  White, Black, 

Hispanic, American Indian, Asian or Pacific Islander, students with limited English proficiency 

(LEP), students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch (SES) and students who meet criteria for 

special education services (SwD).  A student may be represented by more than one category.  

Typically, states determine the minimum number of students enrolled in a subgroup for inclusion 

in AYP calculations, and the number ranges from ten to fifty (Abernathy, 2007).  Essentially, the 
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more diversity there is within a school or district, the greater the chances of the school or district 

not making AYP.   

 Impact of poverty on student success in schools.  A major link between “diversity” and 

failure to meet AYP seems to be poverty.  Child poverty rates are highest among Black (63%), 

Latino (63%) and American Indian children (63%) compared to Whites (31%) (National Center 

for Children in Poverty, 2012).  Research documents connections between poverty and 

challenges to academic achievement.  For instance, the American Psychological Association 

shows that the psychological stress associated with conditions of poverty for children affects 

concentration and memory (American Psychological Association, 2012).  Odden and Archibald 

found that a school’s poverty index has a significant negative effect on student reading and math 

achievement (2005).  The poverty index includes student transience rate, percent of students 

receiving free lunch and the percent of minority students.   

Nationally, culturally diverse children lag behind their peers on standard academic 

achievement measures.  Gloria Ladson-Billings speaks to the African American experience in 

education in The Dreamkeepers (1994).  She notes that despite integration efforts arising from 

the Brown v. Board of Education decision, African American students lag significantly behind 

their White counterparts on all standard achievement measures.   

Data about achievement levels of minority students are represented in the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) test.  This test has been given to nationally 

representative samples of students at age 9, 13, and 17 since 1969 in order to measure the 

nation’s educational progress.  These data show achievement gaps between White and Black 

students as well as White and Hispanic students persisting in 2004 and 2008 in Reading and 

Math in all three age groups (National Center for Education Statistics website, 2012).   
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 NCLB leads to school accountability.  NCLB sparked disagreements and controversy 

among researchers, policymakers and educators.  Despite the controversy, all groups agreed on 

some hopeful outcomes for NCLB.  According to Abernathy (2007), two things are clear.  First, 

NCLB presents goals that are necessary.  He says, “Ensuring that our public schools demonstrate 

improved performance for all students and for those students who have traditionally 

underperformed is absolutely essential on the grounds of fairness, national economic interest, 

and fulfillment of the American dream” (p. 10).  Second, he asserts the effects of the law will be 

far-reaching.  Schools who fail to demonstrate AYP face serious sanctions which, if a school 

over the course of consecutive years does not meet AYP, will eventually include restructuring; 

perhaps with outside management.   

Data Informed Decision-making 

While schools have always used some form of data in decision making, there is now a 

concerted effort to use data more effectively in meeting both internal and external goals.  

Because of accountability measures identified in NCLB, school leaders must now be able to 

formulate accurate predictions about student performance on high-stakes testing and set adequate 

yearly progress goals.  Effective data use today involves understanding the practices and cultures 

of a school and reshaping them as needed in response to data within the context of high stakes 

accountability (Halverson, Grigg, Pritchett, Thomas, 2005).  The dilemma facing schools is 

identifying which data to use and what changes to make (Bernhardt, 2005; Halverson et al., 

2005).   

Research conducted since NCLB’s implementation has shown that although schools use 

data, their data use doesn’t routinely influence classroom practice and isn’t necessarily 

embedded in teacher and administrator decisions (Earl & Katz, 2006; Halverson et al., 2005; 
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Wellman & Lipton, 2004).  For example, Knapp, Copland and Swinnerton (2007) discovered 

that data used for making decisions were often “unsystematically gathered, incomplete, or 

insufficiently nuanced to carry the weight of important decisions” (p. 74).   

 The accountability factor is increasingly moving districts toward implementing changes 

in their schools (Bodilly, 2001).  In particular, the national attention placed on public school 

performance has triggered a growing interest in data-driven decision making and school 

leadership practices to meet the new demands for student achievement (Halverson et al., 2005; 

Earl & Katz, 2006; Knapp, Swinnerton, Copland & Monpas-Huber, 2006).  For example, a 2005 

national survey of state and district education officials found that 99% of the officials reported 

they were “aligning curriculum and instruction with standards and assessment” (Center on 

Education Policy, 2011).  School administrators are being asked to work in different ways as 

education policymakers have shifted their focus from more general management to 

accountability for student academic performance (Leithwood & Reihl, 2003).  Educators are 

expected to use data to understand student’s strengths and weaknesses and adjust instruction 

accordingly.   

NCLB mandates have inspired several studies of the school structures, programs and 

processes that promote instructional change.  However, researchers know little about how these 

changes are embraced by educators in their daily work (Spillane et al, 2001).  There is an 

underlying assumption that school leaders are able to create an organizational framework in 

which data are used consistently and effectively by teachers and other staff members (Knap et 

al., 2006; Elmore, 2006).   

As the 2012-2013 academic year comes to a close, certain factors are reminiscent of 

Dewey’s time one century ago.  Although IQ tests are no longer administered to children as a 
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means of determining capabilities and a student’s lot in life, achievement testing presents similar 

results.  The use of achievement tests to categorize students’ learning capacity or readiness for 

learning yields the same negative outcomes as tracking students based on IQ:  There is still the 

tendency to use test results to assign students to instructional groups rather than use the test to 

tell something particular about what a student knows or how he or she is thinking about a 

problem (Shepard, 2000).   

As recently as 1994, Herrnstein and Murray echoed the social efficiency proponents’ 

sentiment about IQ and social development.  In their controversial book The Bell Curve:   

Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life (1994), the authors present their case that 

intelligence is a fixed, stable, inherited trait that can be measured through IQ testing (Shannon, 

1998).  They conclude, “Inequality of endowments, including intelligence, is a reality.  Trying to 

eradicate inequality with artificially manufactured outcomes has led to disaster” (p. 551).  

Therefore, even as No Child Left Behind emphasizes the value of educating all children to 

certain proficiency levels, the belief persists among some educators that one’s lot in life is fixed 

at birth and that attempts by schools to improve what a child knows and is able to do are futile.    

We are in the midst of the largest wave of immigration in our nation’s history and the US 

population is growing exponentially faster than it was during the Industrial Era.  Simultaneously, 

the pace of economic, technological and social change is dizzying.  Peter Drucker (1994) calls 

the rise and fall of the blue collar class between 1950 and the year 2000 the most rapid of any 

class in the history of the world.  In this context the demand for responsive education can be 

heard from stakeholders in business, government and education.  How schools can go about 

enacting mandated changes remains more elusive.   
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Key Terms 

 This section about key terms is divided into three categories of relevant terms used 

throughout this dissertation:  Assessment, instruction and leadership.   

Assessment  

 

Assessments.  Assessments are classroom activities that provide information that can be 

used as feedback to inform teaching and learning activities (Black & William, 1998).  A 

summative assessment summarizes student learning at a point in time.  A common example of a 

summative assessment is a state standardized test.  The assessment becomes formative when the 

data are used to inform decisions about how to best meet student needs.  Examples include 

teacher observation, classroom discussion and analysis of student work including homework and 

tests.   

Research suggests that using formative assessments effectively produces significant 

learning gains particularly with low achieving students (Black & William, 1998).  The process of 

helping a student become aware of gaps between what they currently know and are able to do 

versus what they need to know and do helps guide their efforts.   

 Data.  Wayman (2007) defines data as “any information that helps educators, schools, 

and the district do their jobs” (p. 19).  Examples of these data are achievement tests, formative 

assessments, dropout rates, free or reduced-price lunch participation, and disciplinary 

information.   

 Data use.  Data use, according to Heritage and Yeagley (2005), is a tool for schools to 

locate “accurate and actionable information about what students know and can do so that they 
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can plan effectively for student learning” (p. 120).  Data use by the principal as instructional 

leader involves a response to the data with classroom outcomes in mind.  Wayman (2005) asserts 

that “Perhaps most important, student data provide a different set of information to augment 

professional judgment” (p. 236).   

 Defining effective data use is a process of organizing the data around instructional 

improvement (Boudett et al., 2007).  How the data are interpreted and implemented will 

determine its effectiveness, but alone, data has no inherent meaning.  Wellman and Lipton 

(2004) maintain that effective data use occurs when data lead to inquiry, conversation, problem 

solving and action around student learning.  In turn, effective data use informs classroom 

instruction and student learning. 

 Measures of Academic Progress (MAP).  MAP is a commercially available growth 

model assessment being purchased by increasing numbers of states to provide formative data 

about student growth.  It is a computer adaptive test that measures student growth in four subject 

areas – reading, language arts, math and science – three times yearly.  District leaders perceived 

MAP as the “gold standard” of tests because it has the following capabilities:  (1) Measuring 

skills and assessing knowledge in grades K-11, (2) tracking student learning growth, (3) 

generating immediate results, and (4) enabling reflection on teaching practice.   

MAP is also used as a teaching tool by educators.  Test results are available shortly after 

testing.  The test reports present progress in Rasch Unit (RIT) scores.  RIT is an equal interval 

measure that enables comparisons across test scores by grade, term, test area and student.  This 

helps teachers make judgments about areas of relative strength and weakness for a class, a group 

or an individual student.  MAP reports also provide teachers with a list of skills tied to each RIT 
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score.  Skills lists indicate what a student needs to know and be able to do for advancement to the 

next level.   

 Knowledge and Concepts Examination (KCE).  The KCE is an annual standardized 

test given to every student in the autumn.  Implemented in 2003 as part of the No Child Left 

Behind Act (NCLB), it measures student knowledge of state Model Academic Standards.  It was 

developed by the Department of Public Instruction, educators, and CTB/McGraw-Hill, the 

company that publishes the KCE.  Students in grades 3, 5, 6, and 7 take tests in reading and 

mathematics.  Students in grades 4, 8, and 10 take tests in reading, mathematics, science, 

language arts, writing and social studies.   

Results from the test are returned to schools and are typically available to the public by 

March or April.  Criticism is aimed at the delay in providing test results to teachers.  Students 

receive simple scores of minimal, basic, proficient or advanced performance on a test.  There are 

no indications about which particular content areas were difficult for a student.    

 Writing assessments.  District writing assessments are administered to students in grades 

2, 3, 4, and 7 in either the fall or spring in order to determine their skills in areas such as 

focus/purpose, organization, content, fluency, word choice and use of conventions.  The rubrics 

developed and used within the district are aligned with the state’s scoring rubrics.   
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Instruction 

 Understanding by Design (UbD).  Grant Wiggins and Jay McTighe developed 

Understanding by Design (UbD) to help make the task of teaching to content standards more 

manageable.  In order to help each student advance to grade-level proficiency, teachers 

nationwide have been instructed to meet content standards, i.e., to focus on teaching content that 

is assessed on standardized state and national tests.  However, the sheer volume of content 

included in these standards is staggering.   

Wiggins and McTighe outline a process in which teachers work backward from the “big 

idea” to the classroom lesson.  This strategy is commonly known as backward design because it 

asks teachers to begin planning with the end in mind.  Teachers start by identifying the results 

they want for students.  For example, what do students need to know, understand and be able to 

do as a result of the unit or lesson?  Next, teachers determine acceptable evidence that students 

have learned the key concepts.  During this stage, teachers identify what should be assessed and 

how it will be assessed.  Finally, teachers plan their lessons to reflect the big understanding and 

the knowledge that will be assessed. 

 Differentiated Instruction (DI).  Differentiated instruction is built upon the idea of 

multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1985) and Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives (1956).  

The notion of multiple intelligences suggests that learners exhibit different learning styles or 

preferences.  For example, some students learn best with visual aids and others are kinesthetic 

learners.  In the classroom this translates to varied entry points for teachers to teach content 

knowledge.  A skill might be taught using a “hands on” approach, a visual approach, or a logical 

approach.  Knowing a student’s preferred learning style enables teachers to design lessons that 
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provide better access to curriculum topics.  Bloom’s taxonomy, meanwhile, presents a hierarchy 

of skills from grasping entry-level knowledge to analyzing and synthesizing information.  The 

assumption is that knowledge and understanding become more sophisticated and complex as one 

proceeds along the hierarchy.   

Heacox (2002) incorporates ideas about multiple intelligences and Bloom’s Taxonomy so 

that instruction reflects the student’s learning pace, level of instruction and preferred learning 

styles.  The goal is to provide a learning environment that maximizes the potential for student 

success by offering students multiple methods of acquiring information and making sense of 

ideas.   

Leadership 

 Learning organizations.  Senge (1990) explains that learning organizations are places 

“where people continually expand their capacity to create the results they truly desire, where new 

and collective patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where 

people are continually learning how to learn together” (p. 3).  In schools the term “learning 

community” is used in the same way.  School learning communities consist of people from 

multiple constituencies at all levels working collaboratively and continually (Louis & Kruse, 

1995).  A central trait of a learning community is a focus on student learning so that the learning 

environment supports each student’s achievement potential (Luis & Kruse, 1995). 

 Instructional leader.  This study is informed by the emerging research about the role of 

principal as instructional leader.  According to Leithwood, Seashore Louis, Anderson, & 

Wahlstrom (2004) the term “instructional leadership” has appeared in research literature for 

decades.  Cross & Rice (2000) describe instructional leadership as placing student learning as a 
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priority for the entire school and motivating both teachers and students to higher levels of 

teaching and learning.  The present study defines instructional leadership as the practice of 

learner-centered leadership (Spillane, Hallett & Diamond, 2003).  Learner-centered leadership 

involves the practices that occur when one is an instructional leader.   

 Distributed leadership.  Distributed leadership refers to a way of thinking about the 

practice of school leadership (Gronn, 2002; Spillane, Halverson and Diamond, 2001, 2004).  

Whereas traditional definitions of school leadership focus on the aptitudes and skills of an 

individual leader such as the school principal, distributed leadership defines leadership according 

to the interactions between leaders and followers and their situation (Spillane, 2005).  Leadership 

is shared across many leaders including those with and without formal leadership roles.  Through 

interdependent interactions with one another, leaders construct their leadership practice.   

Conclusion 

This introduction has provided a broad overview of the subject of this dissertation 

including a statement of the problem, an overview of the study and a discussion of the study’s 

significance.  The next chapter, a review of the relevant literature, provides a conceptual 

framework that guides this study.  The third chapter, Methods, presents the research design and 

an explanation of how the data for the study were collected and analyzed.  The final chapters, 4 

and 5, present the findings and a discussion of their relevance for advancing our understanding of 

the use of data for decision making during an era of accountability and reform in education.   
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Chapter 2:  Review of the Relevant Literature 

The literature review for this case study begins with an overview of historic federal 

intervention into education and the use of measurement and evaluation in schools.  It continues 

with a review of data use in schools today and then an in-depth look at data use in schools where 

data driven decision making has become a priority.  Data use is explored in the light of 

instructional leadership, particularly data-informed leadership and distributed leadership as they 

relate to accountability in schools.  A visual display (figure 2.1) of the main points of the 

literature review is included to provide an overview of this chapter. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1:  Review of the Literature 

 

Unprecedented Federal Intervention in Education 

 Local school districts have had remarkable autonomy during much of U.S. history.  

Public schooling is generally a domain of the state, not the federal government.  States, in turn, 

have historically been reluctant to impose extensive control over schools and school districts.  

State legislatures, educational agencies and courts have left many decisions about school 
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operation to the local school districts.  However, in recent decades, state control over the 

operation of public education has increased.  One reason may be that in almost all states, the 

financing of public education now requires that an ever-larger proportion of funding come from 

state rather than local sources (Campbell et al., 1987).   

 Prior to the passage of the No Child Left Behind Act, there were few times when the 

federal government extended its reach so far into education that public schools had little 

discretion for interpretation.  In 1896, the U. S. Supreme Court Decision of Plessy v. Ferguson 

found that the “separate but equal” doctrine was applicable in public schools, giving permission 

for white and black students to attend separate schools.  Not until Brown v. Board of Education 

of Topeka in 1954 did the federal government intervene in education again, this time forcing the 

desegregation of public schools.  Then, in 1971-72, Congress passed Title IX (Public Law 94-

318).  This measure was designed to combat sex discrimination in schools and colleges.  A 

fourth example of direct federal involvement in public schools is found in Public Law 94-142, 

which Congress passed in 1975 to improve the education of handicapped students.  This law 

stipulated that all handicapped children shall have “a free appropriate public education… 

provided at no cost to the parents or guardians” (U. S. Department of Education). 

 The beginning of the 21
st
 century provides another rare example of federal policy 

extending to the local level with the No Child Left Behind Act.  The NCLB policy mandates that 

states construct systems of accountability to improve student learning (McGuinn, 2005).  

Hanushek (2004) describes NCLB as a mixture of “public monitoring and reporting of student 

outcomes” (p. 28) combined with consequences for not meeting outcomes.   

 The basic framework of NCLB accountability includes content standards, measurement, 

consequences and reporting: 
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 Content standards determine what should be taught.   

 Measurement mandates that students be tested.  State standardized tests used in NCLB 

are summative assessments designed especially for the purpose of measuring a school’s 

competence (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, & Wiliam, 2004). 

 Consequences mean that the outcomes of districts’ and schools’ efforts are scrutinized by 

state departments of education.  Annual yearly progress (AYP) is used to benchmark 

progress towards complete proficiency among students.  Districts and schools that fail to 

meet AYP goals face sanctions, the most severe of which is surrendering administrative 

power to the state or a private management company (See Appendix A).   

 Reporting means that scores are made available to the public.   

 With NCLB being an unprecedented program, districts and schools are struggling to align 

classroom practice and assessment with federal performance demands.  Although NCLB 

includes sanctions such as loss of funding if AYP is not met, it does not include supports to help 

schools best respond to test results, nor does it reward schools that are successful in meeting 

NCLB expectations. 

 It’s in this context that the standards-based reform movement has promoted data use as a 

tool for problem solving.  The primary challenge for school leaders today is to reconcile the 

demands of NCLB and other higher-level accountability policies and systems with traditional 

school practices and cultures of data use.  Newman, King, and Rigdon (1997) describe this 

challenge as connecting internal accountability systems with external accountability systems.  

Traditional school practices and emerging differences are included in the sections that follow.   
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Classifications of Data 

To meet federal accountability demands today, schools use three broad categories of data:  

Large scale achievement test scores, school-wide descriptive data and classroom-based 

assessments.  Supovitz and Klein (2003) present these as three useful sources of data for 

education leaders to consider for improving teaching and learning.  First, they describe large 

scale achievement tests, which are state and district assessments.  These are used to provide 

initial planning and goal setting, align instruction, plan professional development and develop a 

culture of inquiry.  They then describe school-wide assessment data including tests, uniform 

collection of subject assessments, recorded grades and other measures that are used to shape 

instruction through the year.  These data can address the needs of professional development, help 

schools plan academic supports and nurture the culture of inquiry.  Last, Supovitz and Klein 

describe the use of individual teacher assessments with data such as portfolios of student projects 

and teacher-developed tests.  These tools provide immediate feedback and help teachers adjust 

instruction based on the needs of the students.   

As shown below, the actual use of these main types of assessments for decision-making 

has been explored in a variety of studies.  Overall, the studies reveal great diversity in how 

schools use data and show that comprehensive data driven decision making systems are rarely in 

place.   

A system that clearly links daily classroom practice and classroom-based assessments to 

the new high-stakes testing is only just emerging.  To begin, Heritage and Yeagley (2005) found 

that large-scale achievement tests, benchmark assessments, formative assessments and grading 

were all used to provide achievement data to districts and guide school improvement.  However, 

they also found that the NCLB-mandated achievement tests provide stakeholders only with 
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general information about student performance – not the data needed to make timely decisions 

about programs, schools and districts.  The high stakes tests’ ability to provide just-in-time data 

for instructional improvement is very limited (Shepard, 2005).   

The Heritage and Yeagley study emphasizes that practitioners require timely, accurate 

and specific information about student learning to inform their decisions for teaching and 

learning and to guide continuous improvement efforts.  Data from district-level benchmark 

assessments and formal classroom-based assessments are more useful than state data in this 

regard because they are given periodically throughout the school year and measure salient topics 

and themes from the curriculum.   

Classroom-based assessments are especially useful to practitioners at the building level 

because they are immediate and reflect the scope of curricula taught in classrooms.  Unlike 

standardized tests, which are simply summative, classroom assessments are formative in nature 

(Black & Wiliam, 1998, Black et al., 2004) or ideally “used to adapt the teaching work to meet 

the learning needs” (Black et al., 2004, p. 2).  They help practitioners generate hypotheses about 

student learning and can guide intervention efforts (Shepard, 2010).  Despite the usefulness of 

classroom assessments for practitioners, however, they will not satisfy the needs of policymakers 

(Salinger, 2001; Shepard, 2000).   

Some schools take advantage of benefits offered by all three types of data that Supovitz 

and Klein (2003) identify.  For example, Wayman and Stringfield (2006) studied three schools 

that had implemented school-wide efforts to use data.  They found that principals triangulated 

data such as state tests, school-wide assessments and teacher-generated assessments to get more 

comprehensive views of student learning.  Similarly, Anderson, Leithwood, and Strauss (2010) 

examined the use of data by principals and teachers and found that a significant proportion of the 
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principals they interviewed used multiple data sources including state-mandated assessments, 

district developed tests and teacher or school based assessments to determine rates of student 

learning.   

Still, the degree to which data were used to identify, understand and respond to student 

learning needs varied among the districts and schools in the Anderson, Leithwood, and Strauss 

study (2010).  For example, they found that the majority of principals overlooked data about 

conditions that might help explain student performance.  Instead, they only used the data when 

complying with requirements to submit reports.  A minority of administrators went beyond using 

data for problem identification to problem solving (Anderson, Leithwood, & Strauss, 2010; 

Heritage & Yeagley, 2005).   

Unintended consequences of NCLB 

Researchers point to unintended outcomes of the current high-stakes accountability 

system.  Without there being an effective data feedback cycle in place, teachers who are under 

pressure to demonstrate students’ proficiency levels tend to narrow the scope of their curricula so 

that more emphasis is placed on material that’s covered by state tests (Stretcher & Barron, 2002).  

The resulting curriculum that is taught is a less rigorous version of the intended state curriculum 

(Strecher & Hamilton, 2002).   

A pressing issue that emerges in this review is the need to link classroom-based 

assessments to higher-level testing.  One explanation given for the lag in development and 

design of classroom based measures is the disproportionate amount of funding given to the 

development of large-scale measures (Stiggins, 2001).  Stiggins proposes that for every dollar 

spent on large-scale assessments, another dollar be given to the development of classroom 

assessments (2002).  His aim is to provide teachers with relevant, timely, meaningful assessment 
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information about student learning from both external assessments such as state tests and internal 

assessments such as classroom tests.   

In 2001 the National Research Council (NRC) outlined a plan for a coordinated system of 

assessments that would meet the needs of both policymakers at the national and state levels as 

well as practitioners at the district and school levels.  In Knowing What Students Know (NRC, 

2001) the committee outlines three qualities for a proposed comprehensive assessment system.  

First, the system includes a variety of approaches to measurement so that decisions at the 

stakeholder levels will reflect multiple data points.  Second, it’s to be developed around one 

model of learning with the same type of constructs used for both large-scale measures and 

classroom based measures.  Third, it provides for using student achievement data longitudinally 

(Heritage & Yeagley, 2005).  In the comprehensive assessment system proposed by the NRC, 

decision makers at all levels would have access to relevant data for monitoring and evaluating 

(Heritage & Yeagley 2005).  This plan has yet to be developed or implemented. 

Additionally, a review of the literature suggests that a more effective data use system 

would include teachers’ less formal classroom assessments.  Although the academic community 

has mistrusted information observed or experienced informally by teachers and administrators 

through their ordinary workplace practices (Little, 1990), this information is highly valued by the 

observers themselves and shouldn’t be discounted in a comprehensive data driven decision 

making model.  As Wilson points out, “Assessment information drawn from standardized tests 

represents no more than a drop in the bucket of all assessment information that is gathered in a 

typical classroom” (2001, p. 2).  In fact, at the school level, practitioners are most likely to use 

their own judgments as evaluative measures of student progress.  Opportunities to informally 

gather data by talking with students and parents or by observing teaching practices are readily 
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available to teachers and school leaders as they go about the school day.  Marsh, Payne, 

Hamilton,  (2006) found school staff’s growing use of data that they generated from talking with 

students, looking at student work and observing teacher practices.  The principals “perceive these 

systems of local progress tests as powerful tools for school improvement – particularly when 

compared to state tests” (p. 5).   

Professionalism in question 

The importance of teachers’ own impressions has been documented.  For instance, Lortie 

wrote about the importance of teachers’ own impressions in 1975.  He interviewed nearly 100 

teachers and surveyed nearly 6000 teachers.  He concluded that the teaching profession is 

characterized by individualism, which he defined as the tendency of teachers to experience the 

work of teaching as a matter of personal preference, experience or knowledge rather than one 

grounded in an accepted body of knowledge and practice.  Similarly, Philip Jackson (1968) 

observed in a study about knowledge acquisition that “Rarely, if ever, did (teachers) turn to 

evidence beyond their own to justify their personal preferences.”  

A culture of individualism also means that communication among teachers about their 

experiences and observations may be limited.  Lortie (1975) called this the “egg-carton” 

conundrum.  The sentiment was echoed in Rosenholtz’s study (1989) of 78 elementary schools, 

which found that teachers most often work in isolation from one another and from other school 

professionals.  When teachers have opportunities to talk with one another, discussion is 

oftentimes limited to sharing experiences or “war stories” about problem students or parents.  

The study confirmed Rosenholtz’s earlier contention that “While teachers’ ‘experience 

swapping’ …produces sympathy and social support…it does little to end teachers’ isolation from 

professional knowledge” (Rosenholtz & Kyle, 1984 p. 12).   
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As discussed later in this review, establishing professional learning communities is one 

way to help teachers share their observations and experiences and develop new strategies 

together.  Sharing informal data purposefully for decision making can be the basis for helping to 

improve students’ performance on summative assessments.  And, as I point out in the next 

section, teachers’ beliefs about their efficacy or ability to impact the learning environment play a 

powerful role in achieving learning outcomes, despite the extent to which teachers work in 

isolation from one another.   

Teachers’ Efficacy 

 A teacher’s sense of efficacy is a belief in his or her capabilities to achieve desired 

classroom outcomes of student engagement and learning, even among those students who may 

be difficult or unmotivated (Ashton & Webb, 1982, 1986).  Teacher’s sense of efficacy has been 

related to student outcomes such as achievement in reading and math, motivation and students’ 

own sense of efficacy (Gibson & Dembo, 1984; Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990).  Research has 

identified three types of teacher efficacy:  General teacher efficacy, self-efficacy, and collective 

efficacy.   

 General teacher efficacy reflects teachers’ beliefs about their ability to influence student 

learning given such student factors as family background and the value placed on education at 

home, IQ, and school conditions (Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001).  Conflict, violence, poverty, 

and the psychological, emotional and cognitive needs of a particular child are among the many 

factors that can have an impact on student’s motivation and performance in school (American 

Psychological Association website, 2012).  Teachers with a strong sense of general efficacy 

maintain the disposition that they possess either naturally or through experience the ability to 

empower all children to learn.   
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 Self-efficacy beliefs are teachers’ evaluations of their own abilities to bring about 

positive student change.  A self-efficacy belief is more specific and individual than a belief about 

what teachers in general can accomplish.  Teachers who believe that student learning can be 

influenced by effective teaching, and who also have confidence in their own teaching abilities, 

provide a greater academic focus in the classroom and exhibit different types of feedback than 

teachers who have lower expectations concerning their ability to influence student learning 

(Ashton & Webb, 1982, 1986; Gibson & Dembo, 1984, Woolfolk & Hoy, 1990).   

Collective teacher efficacy is the perception of teachers in a school that the efforts of the 

faculty as a whole will have a positive effect on students.  Researchers have established strong 

connections between teacher efficacy and teacher behaviors that foster students’ achievement.   

(Bandura, 1993; Goddard, Hoy & Hoy, 2000).   

Not only do teachers’ shared efficacy beliefs shape the culture of schools, they also relate 

to their own behavior in the classroom.  Efficacy influences the effort they invest in teaching, the 

goals they set, and their level of aspiration (Goddard, et al. 2000).  Teachers with high efficacy 

beliefs are more open to new ideas and are more willing to experiment with new methods to 

better meet the needs of their students (Goddard, et al., 2000).   

Summative and Formative Assessments 

High-level policymakers have touted the NCLB system of testing and sanctioning as an 

effective tool for school reform and improvement (Bush, 2002).  However, practitioners at the 

district and school levels have realized the limitations of the data that mandatory state 

standardized tests provide.  These annual tests are summative; they provide information about 

performance from one testing date per year.  The tests are not calibrated to provide practitioners 

with timely, relevant information about student achievement.  Teachers need “play-by-play” 



33 
 

 
 

information about each student’s achievement in order to make instructional decisions that make 

learning meaningful for every child (Stiggins, 2002).  In other words, formative assessments are 

needed to support better performance on summative assessments. 

 Stiggins distinguishes between assessments of learning and assessments for learning.  

“The crucial distinction is between assessment to determine the status of learning and assessment 

to promote greater learning” (Stiggins, 2002).  Summative assessments of learning, such as state 

standardized tests, provide evidence of achievement for public reporting.  Assessments for 

learning serve to help students learn more.  These are called formative assessments. 

A formative assessment fosters the recognition of student learning while the learning is 

taking place and encourages responses that help meet learner’s needs (Cowie & Bell, 1999; 

Shepard et al., 2005, Black et al., 2004).  It informs teachers as well as students about levels of 

understanding once content has been delivered, and it provides evidence to help teachers make 

the best decision about subsequent instruction, whether that means moving on to the next lesson 

or re-teaching the content (Black & Wiliam, 1998;Leahy, Lyon, Thompson & Wiliam, 2005). 

Formative assessments establish the current level of understanding, what needs to take place next, 

and ways to support a learner in getting there (Wiliam, 2011).   

Shepard (2008) developed a formative model of classroom assessment that supports 

teaching and learning from a constructivist framework.  In other words, learning happens 

through actively making sense of a curriculum.  Assessments measure student learning processes 

as well as outcomes, provide formative information integrated with instruction, and reflect 

teaching as well as learning.  “In the classroom context, teachers may well provide help while 

assessing to take advantage of the learning opportunity, to gain insight into a child’s thinking, 



34 
 

 
 

and to see what kinds of help make it possible to take the next steps” (Shepard, Kagan, & Wurtz, 

1998). 

Empirical evidence shows that formative assessment is a necessary component of 

meaningful daily learning.  Not only does it increase student understanding day to day, but it also 

raises standards of achievement on standardized summative measures (Black & Wiliam, 1998).  

This happens in part because of increased awareness of classroom learning by both teachers and 

students.  Wiliam (2009) adds that the decisions made as a result of formative assessment are 

more informed than those made without it and therefore better serve the teacher and student.   

 Black and Wiliam’s (1998) analysis of the role of assessments in student learning found 

significant positive effects on student achievement across all content areas, knowledge, and skill 

types for all grade levels.  They found that formative feedback to strengthen student learning 

plays out on three levels in the classroom:  The individual teacher level, the individual student 

level, and at the level of teacher-student interaction.        

 In 2004 Black et al. studied the impact of formative assessments on the teaching practice 

of 24 teachers of math and science in England.  Not only did the formative assessments appear to 

improve the motivation and attitudes of students, but they also seemed to improve the state test 

scores of those students participating in the study compared to students who did not.  Teachers 

who participated in the study showed improved questioning techniques and gave more 

meaningful feedback to students.  Formative assessments can help teachers present more 

information than they might in a tracked learning system. 

Looking further into the data, Black and Wiliam (1998) reported that “formative 

assessment helps low achievers more than other students and so reduces the range of 

achievement while raising achievement overall.” This finding was also shown by Reeves’ (2003) 
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work with 90/90/90 Schools, which are schools characterized by three student factors:  90% 

qualify for free or reduced price lunch, 90% are from ethnic minorities, and 90% meet or achieve 

high academic standards.  Reeves (2002) adds that the strongest evidence of improved learning 

gains happens when formative assessments are used multiple times within a single lesson or 

when teachers use the assessment to guide instructional practice.  Reeves (2003) found school 

success when there was an acute focus on student achievement prompted by frequent checks for 

understanding through formative assessments within the classroom and multiple opportunities to 

learn.   

Instructional Leadership 

 The importance of instructional leadership is another salient theme in recent literature.  

Educational researchers most commonly identify four instructional leadership roles:  Resource 

provider, instructional resource, communicator and visible presence (Leithwood, Jantzi, & 

Steinbach, 1999).  Blasé and Blasé (1998) added characteristics more closely aligned to teaching 

and learning:  Collaboration, coaching, use of data to inform instructional practice, and focus on 

building a community of learners.  Elmore (2000) and Schmoker (2006) described the role of the 

instructional principal as an instructional leader who makes instruction the priority in the school 

and creates a student-centered environment.  And, Elmore (2000) goes on to list specific 

practices that instructional leaders weave into their practice including guiding school 

improvement by frequently monitoring information about school performance, focusing on 

supporting teachers in the classroom, and prioritizing academics.  These practices require 

principals to observe teaching and learning in the classrooms, use data from multiple sources, 

and create time for the staff to learn.   
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Between 1980 and 1995, academics identified a dearth in studies of the relationships 

among leadership, teaching and student achievement (Leithwood, Begley & Cousins, 1990).  

Only three of the 40 studies conducted during this time demonstrated direct and indirect links 

between leadership and student achievement (Blasé & Kirby, 2000).  For instance, a study 

completed by Russell, Marrow, Giley, Russell & Strope, (1985) describes 100 different effective 

principal behaviors and links them to characteristics of effective schools.  Brossert et al. (1982) 

introduced a model that links principals’ actions to instructional climate and instructional 

organization.  Student achievement outcomes are viewed as an indirect result of principals’ 

actions.  This model was tested by Heck, Larsen & Marcoulides (1990) who found behaviors 

such as developing school goals and securing resources for programs positively affected 

student’s achievement.   

Surprisingly, Witziers, Bosker, and Kruger (2003) found almost no direct relationship 

between the role of the principal and student achievement in their analysis of 37 international 

studies.  Intrigued by these results, Marzano, Walters and McNulty (2005) conducted a meta-

analysis of 69 studies involving nearly 3,000 schools, 1.4 million students and 14,000 teachers.  

They calculated the correlation between leadership behavior and student achievement to be .25.  

This is statistically significant and suggests that a principal’s behavior has a profound effect on 

student learning (Marzano et al., 2005).  Among the 21 categories of principal behavior that 

Marzano et al. found associated with student achievement is the use of data to monitor the 

effectiveness of school practices or their impact on student learning.  This had one of the higher 

correlations, .27.  Other categories include involvement with curriculum, instruction and 

assessment (.20) and knowledge of curriculum, instruction and assessment (.25).  Specific 

behaviors associated with these responsibilities are “continually monitoring the effectiveness of 
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the school’s curricular, instructional and assessment practices and being continually aware of the 

impact of the school’s practices on student achievement” (Marzano et al., 2005, p.  56). 

Distributed Leadership 

 Instructional leadership for today’s learning goals is most effective when it’s shared or 

distributed (Elmore, 2000; King, 2002; Spillane et al., 2001).  “Rather than seeing leadership 

practice as solely a function of an individual’s ability, skill, charisma and/or cognition, we argue 

that leadership is best understood as a practice distributed over leaders, followers, and their 

situation in the execution of particular leadership tasks,” (Spillane, et al., 2004).  Under 

distributed leadership, staff members share the responsibility and authority for how educators 

direct instruction and learn about instruction.  Sharing involvement in decision making builds 

unity, improves morale, and improves the quality of decisions (Blasé & Kirby, 2000). 

 In particular, researchers (Elmore, 1999; Copland, 2003; Leithwood et al., 2004; Spillane 

et al., 2004) have explored how distributing the leadership in school can have meaningful effects 

upon building a community of practice.  As Elmore (1999) explains, school staff may learn new 

behaviors that are associated with collective responsibility for teaching practices and student 

learning.  Distributed leadership mobilizes school personnel “to notice, face and take on tasks of 

changing instruction as well as harnessing and mobilizing the resources needed to support the 

transformation of teaching and learning” (Spillane, et al., 2004).  The enhanced individual 

decisions of teachers and the principal can add up to a collective benefit for student learning.   

Stretching the task of leadership across many stakeholders also encourages leaders, 

teachers and other stakeholders to interact, thus eliminating Lortie’s “egg carton” conundrum 

(Lortie, 1975) in which teachers are isolated in their classrooms and less able to discuss 

instructional issues with peers.  Diamond (2007) observes that leadership within a distributed 
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framework can provide opportunities for participants to influence others’ practices in ways that 

bring about “a major change in form, nature and function of some phenomenon.”  

Similarly, Spillane et al. (2003) and Copland (2003) found distributed leadership to be 

paramount to creating school structures conducive to data dialogue.  They see distributed 

leadership as providing a framework to support multiple stakeholders interacting around the use 

of data to inform instruction.  Copland (2003) indicates that as inquiry through data use occurs 

among participants, leadership begins to distribute and new teacher leaders’ skills emerge.   

Professional Learning Communities 

DuFour and Eaker (1998) use the term “professional learning community” to describe 

how educators can move beyond the factory-focused model that has pervaded education since 

the early 1900s.  They argue that the factory model of sorting and selecting students is not 

aligned with society’s needs for the 21
st
 century:  That all students master content, become 

reflective learners, pursue employment and compete globally (Du Four & Eaker, 1998).  

Moreover, the notion that jobs are performed in isolation with one appointed person responsible 

for tying together all of the loose ends is similarly dated.  As a result, the factory model has led 

schools to become “data rich but information poor,” according to the same authors (DuFour, 

Eaker;  DuFour, Eaker, Karhnek, 2010).  They suggest that the challenge facing schools is what 

to do with the information provided by the data.  DuFour and Eaker (1998) maintain, “There is 

growing evidence that the best hope for significant school improvement is transforming schools 

into professional learning communities” (p. 17).  They describe results-oriented professional 

learning communities as not only welcoming data but also turning data into useful and relevant 

information for staff.  Their concept has been widely accepted and praised by practitioners and 

researchers alike who respect the research showing its value in comprehensive school reform. 
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Professional learning communities consist of “educators committed to working 

collaboratively in ongoing processes of collective inquiry and action research to better results for 

the students they serve” (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, and Many, 2006).  Du Four, Du Four, and 

Eaker (1998, 2008) identify six characteristics of professional learning communities in schools:   

1. Shared mission, vision and values 

2. Collective inquiry 

3. Collaborative teams 

4. Action orientation and information 

5. Continuous improvement 

6. Results orientation 

One advantage of learning communities is improved collaboration among school leaders 

and teachers to improve instruction.  Fullan (1993) had identified a major challenge to creating 

professional learning communities:  The need to develop a critical mass of teachers who are 

catalysts for change and prepared to move forward with school improvement.  Traditionally, 

teachers have been largely left to work in isolation.  This has resulted in stagnated improvement 

efforts or the random rather than systematic implementation of ideas.   

Du Four and Eaker argue that a critical mass and effective processes will emerge 

naturally through the active facilitation of professional learning communities.  Teachers’ support 

for professional learning communities will develop provided they see connections between their 

skills and the work at hand.  The bridge is built over time through leaders’ effective and 

consistent communication about the mission, vision, values and goals of the organization; 

through a culture of shared values; and in a collaborative environment for teachers to form a 

learning community (1998).  By attending to culture, norms, and school policy the principal can 
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create a structure that is accepted within the school for the learning community to become 

integrated into the fabric of the school (Mc Laughlin & Talbert, 2006; Halverson et al., 2005).  

Overall, successful schools and districts using the learning community approach focus on 

working together toward common goals (Schmoker, 2006).   

Professional learning communities that use data to inform practice have been found to 

have significant impact on student learning (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Seashore Louis, Marks & 

Kruse, 1996).  One reason is that the development of professional learning communities helps 

practitioners’ focus shift from teaching to learning.  McLeod (2005) also found that schools 

organized into professional learning communities realized gains from using data as part of the 

results oriented continuous improvement cycle.  He named two dynamics that emerge:  Frequent 

formative assessment and focused instructional interventions.  These elements accelerated 

achievement gains.  When teachers learn together using data, an increased school wide 

knowledge base for improving instruction develops (Wayman et al., 2006). 

Wayman and Stringfield (2006) noted that principals who worked directly with teachers 

found a high degree of buy-in when teaching them to use data to inform their instruction.  Still, 

the authors caution that many in education pay lip service to selective ideas about the process 

without investing in a total transformation of the school culture (DuFour, DuFour, and Eaker, 

2010).  Partial investments in school transformation fall short of achieving the kind of change 

that the authors believe is necessary.   

Internal and External Accountability Systems 

Internal accountability is a necessary and critical component for schools to meet the 

demands of current external accountability systems (McLaughlin, 1987; Fullan, 1986).  Spillane, 

Reiser, and Reimer (2002) contend that “policy ideas work as levers for change only if policy 
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makers convince implementing agents to think differently about their behavior, prompting them 

to raise questions about their existing behavior and encourage them to construct alternate ways of 

doing business” (p. 421).  However, for several decades organizational theorists have described 

schools as “loosely-coupled” organizations (Meyer & Rowan, 1975; Weick, 1976).  From this 

perspective, the primary work of schooling, teaching and learning, is only loosely linked to the 

administrative structures of the school.  This is understandable considering the factory model 

from which school systems were developed.  Instruction performed within individual classrooms 

is typically isolated from the teaching practices going on in other classrooms, even within the 

same school.  In addition, teachers’ professional autonomy may serve to shield them from efforts 

to change practices initiated by educational administrators at the district, state or higher order 

system levels.  As a result, the core of instruction is resilient to external influences for change 

(Swanson & Stevenson, 2002). 

Elmore (2005) points out, “The strongest initial predictors of the impact of policy on 

student performance are the attributes of schools rather than the attributes of the policies 

themselves” (p. 288).  In order for school leaders to react to external accountability pressures in 

constructive and productive ways, they must first tie together their knowledge, beliefs and 

experiences of the school context in which the policy is to be implemented (Spillane, Reiser, & 

Reimer, 2002).  Then, leaders can develop a coherent view of their organization and are able to 

more clearly communicate the norms and expectations about instruction and assessment 

(Murnane, Boudett, & City, 2008).   

Data Informed Leadership 

 In an effort to meet NCLB demands, school leaders are using data to inform their 

instructional, operational and programmatic decisions (Knapp, et al., 2006).  For the purpose of 
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this study, their use of data will be narrowed to include aspects of principal leadership related to 

instruction in schools and classrooms.  

 The literature uses three terms to describe data use in schools; data driven decision 

making and data-based decision making are both used in the current context of accountability 

and school reform.  However, Knapp et al., (2007) offer the term data informed leadership to 

fully describe the scope of thinking about and acting upon data.  First, they point out that data 

driven instruction is a misnomer because many factors are taken into consideration when a 

decision is made including interests, ideologies and instructional context (Weiss, 1995).  Second, 

the abundance of data available to educators provides opportunity for data to be used to prompt 

questions, reflection and deliberation about the best next steps in decision making (Coburn & 

Talbert, 2006).  Because data can serve a range of uses, this study will use the term, data 

informed leadership. 

 Schools benefit from leaders who use data to make decisions (Halverson, Prichett, 

Watson, 2007; Halverson et al., 2005).  Fuhrman (1999) found that schools labeled “inadequate” 

based on federal accountability measures were not using data for instructional decisions.  

Similarly, in another study, Boudett et al. (2007) found that data use did not become part of 

school-wide reform if it was not actively embraced by the school principal.  Principals play a 

major role in identifying targets for educational improvement, setting expectations for staff 

participation in data-informed decision-making and making resources such as time available to 

support the process.  Knapp et al. (2006) researched the way principals go about making 

informed decisions using an inquiry approach.  As shown in Figure 1 below, their findings reveal 

five distinct phases of the inquiry process involved in decision making.  Their model includes the 

role of data in the decision making process.   



43 
 

 
 

The cycle begins with focusing and (re)framing the problem(s) for inquiry.  During this 

stage the principal frames the problem to include multiple vantage points to give a context for the 

use of data (Bolman & Deal, 1997).  Once the issues are apparent, the principal collects relevant 

data, using available tools, resources and/or strategies from “organizational learning” (Honig, 

2006).  Once a saturation point is reached in data collection, the principal makes sense of the 

data and then takes action.  Research cautions leaders against making quick conclusions from the 

data (Coburn & Talbert, 2006) and advises leaders to fully understand the range of influences 

impacting data before reaching a firm decision.  Action steps are communicated to relevant 

stakeholders and regular short term feedback is collected.   

 

Figure 2.2:  Culture and Cycles of Inquiry (Knapp et al., 2007)  

 While this framework appears logical and straightforward, the actual process may be 

messy and cumbersome.  This may be especially true if the principal has limited experience with 

or comfort with cycles of inquiry.  Nevertheless, the cycle of inquiry offers leaders a way to 

Accessing or searching 
for data and evidence 

Making sense of data 
and its action 
implications 

Taking action and 
communicating it in 

different areas of data 
use  

Learning from action 
through feedback and 

further inquiry  

Focusing and (re)framing 
problems for inquiry 
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think about problems and consider what might be learned from data about practice (Knapp, et 

al.,2007).           

 The principal is often the person who is ultimately responsible for the success of school 

reform efforts, but schools benefit when leaders establish inclusive practices that engage many 

practitioners in developing a shared vision (Knapp, et al., 2005).   

Sharing the leadership role with others is a central part of the culture of inquiry.  The participants 

many times become co-leaders or co-facilitators in data-informed problem solving.  

 Moreover, creating a shared vision reduces variance in practitioners’ understanding.  For 

example, the literature reveals that practitioners have different understandings of key concepts 

such as teaching and learning and assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1998).  The inquiry process 

helps practitioners identify common understandings about fundamental concepts about the work 

at hand, e.g., how to use data to improve teaching and learning (Wayman, Cho, Johnson, 2007).   

A related model of data-driven decision making (DDDM) in education refers to multiple 

school stakeholder groups (e.g., teachers, principals and administrators) collecting and analyzing 

data to inform decisions and better promote student success.  Multiple sources of data are turned 

into information through analysis and are then combined with stakeholder understanding and 

expertise to create actionable knowledge (Ikemoto & Marsh, 2007). 

 The first steps of DDDM involve collecting and organizing relevant data.  Next, data are 

analyzed through the local context.  The analysis can inform actionable decisions based on the 

situation and priorities of the data users.  Once the decision to act has been made and 

implemented, new data can be collected to assess the effectiveness of those actions, leading to a 

continuous cycle of collection, organization, and synthesis of data in support of decision making.  

(Ikemoto & Marsh, 2007).   
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Halverson et al. (2005) developed a data-driven instructional systems (DDIS) model to 

define the structures and practices that leaders have used to develop capacity within schools.  

DDIS are feedback systems for building organizational capacity to meet accountability demands.  

These systems of practice are dedicated to making summative data such as state test data useful 

for improving teaching and learning in schools.  The value of using this systematic approach is 

found in studies of schools that have been able to improve student learning.  These schools have 

utilized internal systems that are capable of synthesizing relevant, existing data for sense making 

(Halverson, 2003; Burch & Spillane, 2003; Gamoran, Anderson, & Ashmann, 2003).   

Halverson et al.’s (2005) model of DDIS features six component functions:  data 

acquisition, data reflection, program alignment, program design, formative feedback, and test 

preparation.  Schools can use these six components to align their thoughts and actions regarding 

student achievement data and the best instructional practices to inform teaching and learning.  In 

a data-driven instructional system, leaders take an active role to link these components into 

structures so that information can flow in a specific, timely and relevant way that impacts student 

learning.  Each component of the DDIS is described briefly below.  A figure illustrating the 

system follows. 

1. Data acquisition involves collecting timely, relevant and meaningful information 

to guide teaching and learning.  The primary data are student standardized 

achievement test scores.   

2. Data reflection includes the processes developed to make sense of student 

learning data so that goals to improve student teaching and learning are achieved.  

This takes shape as structured opportunities for teachers and leaders to 

collaboratively make sense of data.   
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3. Program alignment puts into place processes to organize the school’s 

instructional program so that content and performance standards align with what 

is actually taught in classrooms. 

4. Program design enables a school to act on perceived instructional needs by 

creating or adapting curricula, pedagogies, student services programs and 

instructional strategies to improve student learning.   

5. Formative feedback produces iterative evaluation cycles designed to create 

ongoing timely flows of information to improve both student learning and 

instructional program quality across the school.   

6. Test preparation includes activities designed to motivate students and to develop 

strategies for improving their performance on state and district assessments.   

 

 
Figure 2.3:  Data Driven Instructional Systems (Halverson et al., 2005). 
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Halverson et al.’s (2005) study resulted in a streamlined process of gathering, interpreting and 

using student learning data.   

In 2007 Halverson, Prichett, and Watson continued the research on data driven 

instructional systems by examining formative feedback systems.  According to the authors, 

“formative feedback systems are systems of structures, people and practices that help teachers 

and administrators translate testing data into practical information for everyday use” (p. 3).   

Halverson et al. (2007) proposed a model to describe three key functions of formative 

feedback systems:  Intervention, assessment and actuation.  Intervention is used to describe the 

tools and resources used for groups of students to improve their learning.  This includes but is 

not limited to textbooks, experiments, worksheets, computer programs etc.  This also includes 

individualized education programs (IEP’s) as a customized program for learning (Halverson & 

Thomas, 2007).  Assessments measure how well students have learned what was intended for 

them to learn.  Assessments ideally are used as a reflection for teachers to determine the 

effectiveness of their instruction.  They provide an indicator of areas where teachers could revise 

instruction to meet learning needs.  Actuation refers to the process through which faculty and 

staff process, interpret and act upon the effects of their interventions on student learning.  This 

takes shape as faculty meetings, grade level meetings, collaborative meetings or other designated 

time for teachers to reflect and make sense of the data so that adjustments are well-informed.   

The findings from both studies by Halverson et al. (2007) demonstrate how school 

leaders and teachers are using data-driven instructional systems and formative feedback systems 

to support decision making, thereby customizing their instructional programs so that all students 

have opportunities to learn.   
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Ikemoto and Marsh (2007) present additional findings highlighting how data-driven 

decision making, unlike the streamlined process described above, can be a messy process that’s 

complicated by several factors.  These factors relate to the potential for great variability among 

stakeholders’ methods of collecting, analyzing, and acting upon data.  They argue that while 

educators often mistakenly believe that they’re already using inquiry-focused data model, their 

efforts are actually more limited.  For example, a school might rely on aggregated data instead of 

disaggregated data and may or may not use data triangulation.  Ikemoto and Marsh identify four 

overall levels of data use sophistication:  Basic; analysis-focused; data-focused; and inquiry-

focused.  They concluded:   

Although we found instances of all four models being used in practice, educators 

in the sample tended to use simpler forms that focused on narrow types of data—

primarily state test scores—and limited analysis procedures.  Although these 

educators professed to being “totally data driven,” it was not clear they 

understood that being data-driven could also mean something very different from 

what they were pursuing.   

 Anderson, Leithwood, and Strauss (2010) built upon findings from Ikemoto and Marsh 

(2007) to further investigate school principals’ data use practices.  A compelling conclusion from 

their findings is the principals’ focus on numbers rather than on conditions leading to the data.  

The authors describe this as “single loop learning,” a basic cycle of finding and analyzing data 

for decision making.  Much more powerful is “double loop learning” in which practitioners not 

only analyze the data but also consider the assumptions behind their current understandings and 

practices (Argyris & Schon, 1974).  This kind of analysis leads to deeper understanding about 

the factors contributing to test score results.  The authors go on to suggest that the term “data for 
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decision making” ought to be replaced by “data for problem solving” in light of the rich 

understanding afforded by double loop learning.  When practitioners fail to recognize the 

complexity of school data, they risk making relatively uninformed decisions (Anderson, et al., 

2010).  The research on providing inclusive practices parallels findings that data-informed 

leadership is distributed across many participants (Elmore, 2000; Spillane & Camburn, 2006) 

and is part of the work of transforming schools through the implementation of professional 

learning communities.  This begs the question, how does one effectively quantify the qualitative 

aspect of learning? 

 Although some aspects of data-driven decision making in K-12 education have been 

widely researched, such as types of data to analyze, analytic approaches, and biases in testing 

models, there is a gap in the literature regarding how key stakeholders such as principals and 

teachers actually engage with and use the data.  There is a need to understand what structures and 

supports are in place to promote the effective use of data in school and classroom practice.  This 

information could help identify areas of strength and weakness within a given school district.  

The ideal end results of applying this knowledge would be improved student learning and the 

more efficient use of district resources. 
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Chapter 3:  Methods 

Current research about student test performance points to the importance of using data for 

instructional decision-making at the district, school and classroom levels.  The purpose of this 

study was to gain understanding about how personnel in one academically successful urban 

elementary school use data to guide instructional decisions.  Students at this school largely 

represent low socio-economic levels as measured by qualification for free and reduced price 

school meals.  Typically schools with this demographic profile score in the minimal or basic 

category on the Knowledge and Concepts Exam (KCE) in the areas of reading and math; yet the 

majority of students in this school, since the onset of the KCE, consistently score in the 

proficient or advanced categories in reading and math.  This study examined the extent to which 

participants use data systems and processes to drive instructional decision making including: 

1. The structures and strategies used for data driven decision making. 

2.   The school principal’s roles in the use of data for decision making. 

3.   The teachers’ role in the use of data. 

4. The involvement of other stakeholders. 

The following illustration (3.4) provides a visual display of the sections discussed in this 

chapter.  
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Strengths of Employing a Case Study 

Through this case study I gained better understanding of Friendship School.  Case study 

research encompasses the nature of the case, the case’s historical background, the physical 

location and the informants through whom the case can be known (Lincoln & Guba, 2000).  The 

stories of those immersed in the case were teased out so that their multiple perspectives informed 

the research questions (Lewis, 2003).   

 This study was inspired by the unusual case of students’ relatively high test scores at a 

low-SES school, based on quantitative data and analyses.  However, most data for this 

dissertation were collected through a qualitative case study.  My research topic was especially 

amenable to investigation with qualitative methods since, as Merriam (1998) asserts, qualitative 

methods can be used to gain new perspectives on phenomena or to present information that is 

difficult to express quantitatively.  Moreover, qualitative research can focus on contextualized 

meaning and seek understanding from participants’ viewpoints.   

 The ability of qualitative data to richly describe a phenomenon is an important 

consideration not only from the researcher's perspective but also from the reader's perspective:  

•Meeting with Principal  

•Snowball sampling 

Participants 

•Semi-structured 
interviews 

•document collection 

Data collection 
•transcription 

•coding 

Data Analysis 

•trustworthiness 

•credibility 

•transferability 

•dependability 

•confirmability 

Quality Control 
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“If you want people to understand better than they otherwise might, provide them information in 

the form in which they usually experience it” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Because qualitative 

research is typically rich with description and insights into participants’ experiences of the 

research topic, the authenticity of the information “may be epistemologically in harmony with 

the reader's experience” (Stake, 1978) and, thus, more meaningful.   

The design strategy that guided the study is naturalistic inquiry.  According to Lincoln 

and Guba naturalistic inquiry is a “‘discovery-oriented’ approach that minimizes investigator 

manipulation of the study setting and places no prior constraints on what the outcomes of the 

research will be” (2002).  The researcher will documented the lived experience of participants 

who use data systems and processes: principals, teachers and other stakeholders.  The sources of 

data were from the school setting.  The researcher did not impose a structure or system on the 

school setting, nor did the researcher make assumptions about the case prior to data collection.   

Details of Approach 

Qualitative data were collected through two sources:  Interviews and documents.  I 

conducted interviews with the Superintendent, curriculum specialists, data specialists, the 

principal, teachers, and an external consultant.  Interviews were conducted with 25 participants.  

The interview guide is located in Appendix E.  Each formal interview was between 45 and 75 

minutes long.  These interviews were tape recorded and transcribed.  Additionally, informal 

conversations were held with the principal on three occasions.  These conversations were not 

tape recorded but information from these conversations was recorded in field notes.  Examples of 

documents collected include the Regional Educational Support Agency data retreat model, 

Friendship’s School Improvement Plan, and district learning targets. 
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According to Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007), sample sizes in qualitative research 

should not be too large that it is difficult to extract detailed, rich data.  At the same time, the 

sample should not be too small that it is difficult to achieve data saturation, theoretical saturation, 

or informational redundancy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Having 25 interview participants 

provided me with multiple perspectives about how staff members with different job 

responsibilities use data for decision making.  I also reached a point of saturation during the last 

few interviews; I realized that I was not obtaining new information, but rather was hearing 

relatively the same information that previous interviewees had expressed.   

Data Collection 

Data were gathered through two means:  Semi-structured interviews and document collection.  

Semi-structured interviews provided the flexibility to probe for further information as themes or 

topics emerged.  The questions were open-ended so that each participant could share his or her 

unique experience (Lincoln and Guba, 2000).  This provided rich information about the 

experience of each participant from which I was able to draw meaningful conclusions.  

Interviews 

 To achieve transparency about the purpose and focus of my research and to begin to 

establish trust within the district, I shared the interview guide with the school district and the 

building principal for approval before beginning the interviews at the school site.  Once I 

obtained their permission to use the questions, I used the guide to help shape interviews and 

ensure that I asked similar questions of all participants so that the study would achieve 

dependability and confirmability (Creswell & Miller 2000).   
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The questions were divided into three groups:  Questions for teachers, questions for the 

principal, and questions for the district leader.  There was some overlap among the questions in 

each group but some questions were designed to illuminate participants’ special roles.  I 

modified the interview guide over time to focus attention on areas of particular importance, to 

pursue emerging themes, and to exclude questions that were not serving the goals of the research 

as I had intended (Lofland and Lofland, 1984).   

I was aware of the impact that any interviewer might have on participants’ responses.  

While it has been reported that interviewer effects in a structured interview setting are minimal 

(Singer and Presser, 1989 in Lincoln and Guba, 2000), the interview is nevertheless a social 

experience and involves a relationship between the interviewer and the participant.  I began each 

interview by providing the participants with a brief description of the purpose of the interview 

and the goals of the research.  I assured each participant that their answers would be confidential.  

In this way, I established rapport with the interviewees while also establishing what Lincoln and 

Guba (2000) call “balanced rapport.” As the interviews took place, I remained attentive to the 

participants and actively listened to their responses, yet I refrained from adding my own 

comments or opinions.  Converse and Schuman recommend the interviewer engage in 

“interested listening” by recognizing the interviewee’s experience without going so far as to 

evaluate their response (Converse & Schuman 1974 in Lincoln & Guba, 2000).   

I gathered data from interviews through my written notes and tapes of the interviews.  I 

jotted notes during the interviews to include specific comments and perceptible emotions.  With 

consent from the interviewees, I recorded the interviews and transcribed the information 

verbatim.   
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Documents  

 Documents were the second form of data collected to inform this case study.  They 

expanded my understanding of the case by revealing information about programs and processes 

that could not be observed (Whitt, 2001).  Documents were collected from a number of sources 

including the regional education agency data retreat model, the School Improvement Plan, 

district learning targets and data recordkeeping systems.  I used the documents in two ways.  

First, I used them to collect new information about events, decisions, activities and processes 

(Whitt, 2001).  And, second, I used the documents to cross-check the information presented by 

interviewees.   

The document analyses contributed to rich, detailed description (Geertz, 1973) of the case 

study so that I was better able to understand the structures and supports for data use by the 

principal, teachers and other stakeholders.  Merriam (1998) defines “thick description” as a term 

used in anthropology to mean a thorough, literal description of the case.  The combination of 

document collection, interviews and field notes helped me achieve this level of detailed 

description within the context of my case study.   

Field notes consist of a running commentary that I wrote to myself about what was 

happening in the research.  I took notes during the data collection phase and the analysis phase.  I 

wrote down whatever came to mind without much editing of information in order to leave all of 

my impressions available for use throughout the duration of the research and reporting.  Also, I 

tried to ask myself relevant questions during the research and record my thoughts and reflections 

in my field notes.  Moreover, I let the field notes guide some of my decisions.  For example, I 

questioned whether I needed to interview additional participants and consulted my field notes to 
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help me formulate a responsible answer.  As another example, I used field notes to refine some 

of the interview questions in order to avoid redundancy and exhausting the participants.   

Data Analysis 

Bogdan and Biklen (1982) define qualitative data analysis as “working with data, 

organizing it, breaking it into manageable units, synthesizing it, searching for patterns, 

discovering what is important and what is to be learned, and deciding what you will tell others” 

(p.  145). Qualitative researchers generally use inductive analysis of data, meaning that the 

critical themes emerge out of the data (Patton, 1990) instead of being predetermined.  Qualitative 

analysis requires the researcher to place raw data into logical, meaningful categories, to examine 

them for meaning and to find a way to communicate this interpretation to others. 

After collecting data, I made clear notations including its date and place of collection and 

other identifying information for easy retrieval.  I transcribed the interviews so that the 

transcripts from each interview accurately represented the thoughts of the interviewee.  I created 

a second copy of interview transcripts to verify the first transcription for accuracy.  I clarified 

any differences between the transcriptions by listening to the participant’s recorded interview 

again.  In addition, to prevent any unfortunate accident with the data, all data were copied and 

stored in secure areas.   

Once my data collection reached a point of redundancy and saturation, I constructed a 

case record that served as a framework for organizing the data to create categories and themes 

(Patton, 1980).  The case record included all of the major information I had about the case:  Field 

notes, interviews, documents and reflective notes.  Next, I read through the raw data multiple 
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times to become familiar with the information, to sort through redundancies, and to formulate an 

organizational framework.   

I then began the process of analyzing the data to answer the research questions.  I began 

by reviewing the data through the lens of the research questions.  I jotted down notes, comments, 

ideas and observations in the margins of the transcriptions and documents.  “The notes serve to 

isolate the initially most striking, if not ultimately most important, aspects of the data” (Goetz & 

LeCompte, 1984).  This process helped me identify major ideas surfacing in the data and served 

as a basis for a preliminary outline of the main points in the data.  I then looked for patterns and 

regularities within the major ideas that were essential to understanding the participants’ 

experiences (Patton, 2002).  I also paid attention to non-examples or pieces of information that 

did not resonate with the prevailing pieces of information.  In this way I began to understand the 

participants’ experiences with data structures and supports.  I jotted down these patterns, 

regularities and exceptions on individual note cards for further analysis.   

After I reviewed each set of data, my next step was to code the information.  Coding is a 

procedure that disaggregates the data, breaks it down into manageable segments and identifies or 

names those segments (Merriam, 1988).  I organized the list of codes into a codebook that 

included a detailed description of each code, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and examples of 

actual text from the study for each theme.   

I followed Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) comparative technique to develop categories or 

themes while examining the notecards.  I began by reading the first notecard and noting the 

information it contained, then, followed the same process for subsequent notecards, examining 

them for similarities.  I grouped similar cards together, or, created two categories.  If I came to a 
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card that fit none of the categories and seemed irrelevant to the body of data, I set it aside in a 

miscellaneous pile for later examination.  I developed initial codes for these categories or themes 

based on the data itself, the review of the literature, and preliminary ideas based on the initial 

readings.  My goal was to identify and create preliminary categories into which the data could be 

grouped.  Guba and Lincoln (1981) recommend developing categories around three guidelines:  

the frequency with which participants speaks to a topic or theme, the uniqueness of a category, 

and the quality of a category’s contribution to the research question.   

The next stage of analysis involved both convergent and divergent thinking to re-examine 

the categories I had previously identified.  Convergent thinking determines to what extent things 

fit together, or how data can be linked into a single category or theme.  I identified the categories 

that I formulated during the first step by assigning them names and compared and combined 

them in new ways to assemble the “big picture.”  Divergent thinking, on the other hand, creates a 

web of information to support data by making logical connections between different categories 

or themes so that the differences among the categories are transparent.   

As relationships between themes and concepts emerged, I thought of coding as an 

iterative process of comparing and contrasting themes and concepts to look for similarities and 

differences.  In this way, I used a modified constant comparative method to analyze the data 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967). 

In a similar manner, I reviewed the information in categories to ensure that there were no 

additional considerations that would lead the analysis in a new or different direction.  I reviewed 

any data that fell outside the categories to make certain it didn’t fit within one of the identified 

patterns.  These anomalies are discussed in Chapter 4, the findings section of the dissertation.   
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As I coded, I was highly engaged in monitoring my own thought process in order to 

avoid potential pitfalls.  According to Thomas Schwandt (2007), the three most troublesome 

tendencies to be aware of in coding are:  The tendency to code largely at the descriptive level 

rather than to code for the purposes of explaining or developing an understanding of “what’s 

going on here”; the tendency to think of coding as a mechanical, straight-forward, algorithmic 

process, thereby ignoring the prior conceptualization and theoretical understandings that are 

involved; and the tendency to regard codes or categories as ‘fixed’ or unchanging labels thereby 

ignoring their organic, dynamic character (pp. 32-33).   

Once the transcripts were analyzed, I went on to examine the documents.  Separating the 

transcript analysis from the document analysis allowed me to find unique insights from different 

types of data.  Moreover, when a pattern from one data source was corroborated by the evidence 

from another, the finding was stronger (Eisenhardt, 1989).  When the evidence conflicted, I tried 

to reconcile the differences through further analysis.   

Quality Control 

Establishing the trustworthiness of qualitative research is a key to understanding its 

significance.  Qualitative studies set out to describe and explain a phenomenon through the eyes 

of participants.  Given the expression of multiple perspectives, there is no way to establish 

reliability of the findings in the traditional sense.  The word “reliability” is a mismatch for 

qualitative research.  Rather, Lincoln and Guba (1985) present the idea of “trustworthiness" of 

the results obtained from data.  Results are shown to make sense because they are consistent and 

dependable (Merraim, 1998).  Trustworthiness involves four criteria:  Credibility, transferability, 

dependability and confirmability.  I will discuss each in the following paragraphs.   
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Credibility depends on the richness of the information gathered and on the analytical 

abilities of the researcher (Patton, 1990).  It can be enhanced through triangulation of data.  

Patton (2002) maintains that the goal of qualitative data collection is to find “different types of 

data to provide cross-data validity checks” (p. 248).  Through the use of multiple sources of data, 

I was able to triangulate the findings to test for consistency within the results.  Having multiple 

data sources also provided nuances among the data which contributed to rich, detailed 

description and understanding of the data. 

Transferability is concerned with the extent to which the findings of the study can be 

applied to other situations.  According to Walker (1980), “It is the reader who has to ask, what is 

there in this study that I can apply to my own situation, and what clearly does not apply?” (as 

cited in Merriam, S.B., 2002).  I sought broadly applicable perspectives “so that anyone else 

interested in transferability has a base of information appropriate to the judgment” (Lincoln and 

Guba, 1985).   

 There are several ways to show dependability within the results of a study.  My study 

used three methods, some of which overlap with criteria for trustworthiness.  First, I sought to be 

transparent in my research.  I provided the basis for selecting participants, a description of each 

participant related to the research, and the context from which the data were collected (Goetz and 

LeCompte, 1984).  Second, I triangulated data through the use of multiple methods of data 

collection and analysis.  Third, I provided description about how data were collected, how 

categories were reached and how decisions were made.   

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) address the “confirmability” of the research.  They refer to the 

degree to which the researcher can demonstrate the neutrality of the research interpretations 
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through a “conformability audit.” This means providing a trail of raw data, analysis notes, 

reconstruction and synthesis products, process notes, personal notes, and preliminary 

developmental information (pp. 320 -321). 

Limitations of the Study 

 There are three limitations that may have affected the outcomes of this study.  First, the 

focus of this study is one elementary school within an urban context in the Midwest.  Because 

the scope of the study is small, it is difficult to generalize the findings to other school contexts, 

for example, to a middle school, or a rural school.   

 Second, the study may reflect investigator bias and bias toward the investigator from 

participants in the study.  While I took measures to separate my personal and professional 

experience related to this study, my former employment with the district as a supervisor within 

the assessment department and my current role as a school administrator in another district 

contributed to my knowledge of the context of the study, my impressions of the findings and my 

conclusions.  Moreover, participants in the study were aware of my professional experience and 

this may have affected their responses to interview questions.  Some may have shared more or 

less information with me than they might have shared had I not had these professional 

experiences.   

 Third, the scope of the study limits themes that emerged through the research.  For 

instance, this study acknowledged the participation of an external consultant as a stakeholder in 

the use of data for decision making.  Other stakeholders may include the involvement of parents, 

voters and businesses.  Yet, their use of school data for decision-making is outside the scope of 

this study.  There are additional important themes such as family mobility and technology that 
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are too broad, but impact the applicability and implementation of test data in schools.  Finally, 

mandates regarding mainstreaming special education students and those with discipline or 

behavior issues sap energy (teachers alluded to this) but again are outside the scope of this paper.   

Conclusion 

 This chapter outlined the methods I followed while conducting this qualitative case study 

about the structures and strategies stakeholders in one elementary school used data for decision-

making.  Data gathered through interviews and document collection is presented in the following 

chapter, Results.  A discussion of the implications of the data is in Chapter 5.  
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Chapter 4:  Results 

This chapter demonstrates how teachers, administrators and a third party consultant used 

data to provide feedback about academic achievement to their school and school district over a 

one year period.  First, I describe the types of data made available to stakeholders.  I conclude by 

showing how stakeholders engaged with the data.                                 

Results presented in this chapter are based on two types of data:  Interviews and 

documents.  As discussed in the previous chapter, data were collected during the researcher’s 

one-on-one interviews with the following stakeholders:  16 teachers from Friendship Elementary 

School, the school principal, three district supervisors, one curriculum specialist, the 

superintendent of schools and one external consultant.  Second, data were collected from 

documents such as the Central Unified District Improvement Plan (Appendix C), the school’s 

Teaching and Learning Framework (Appendix F) and the Friendship Elementary School 

Improvement Plan (Appendix G).  These data were used to identify decision-making strategies 

and support structures used by stakeholders as they processed data about student performance 

during the 2010-2011 school year.  This study sought to understand the participants’ use of data 

by using these four questions as a guide:  

1.  What are the structures and strategies used for data-driven decision making? 

 2.  What are the principal’s roles in the use of data for decision making?  

 3.  What are the teachers’ roles in the use of data?     

 4.  How does the consultant use data for decision-making? 
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Participants and Their Context 

This section helps contextualize the case study of decision-making strategies and 

supports.  I present an overview of the district’s demographics, the district students’ performance 

on state standardized tests and the district improvement plan.  Then I provide information about 

the particular school selected for this study including a brief overview of the school, its students’ 

performance on state standardized tests and the school improvement plan.  I will supply a table 

listing participants as I describe the school site.  However, the district level participants will be 

introduced in the following section, Overview of the District, and also included in the table later 

on.   

Overview of the District 

Central Unified School District is the fourth largest school district in a Midwestern US 

state.  The district includes 21 elementary schools, seven middle schools and six high schools.  

Central Unified employs approximately 1,700 teachers and 110 administrators.  The average 

teacher has 14 years of experience and more than two-thirds of the teachers have a Master’s 

degree or doctorate.  The geographic boundaries of the district extend to six communities within 

a 100-square mile area.  The district draws students from urban, rural, and suburban areas.   

The district’s population of 21,000 students is very diverse in socioeconomic terms.  Of 

the total student population, 46% are Caucasian, 27% are Black, 24% are Hispanic, 2% are Asian, 

and fewer than 1% are Native American.  About 13% of the students use English as a second 

language.  About 60% of Central Unified’s students come from families whose incomes are 

officially classified as below the poverty line and a significantly higher proportion of these 

students are in elementary schools than in middle schools or high schools.  About 17% of the 
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students in the district receive special education services.  Most schools within the district have 

substantial diversity within their student populations.   

Superintendent’s Guiding Vision 

Superintendent Bob Smith, Ph.D. has overseen Central Unified School District since 

2007.  Dr. Smith previously served as a professor of education at a major state university and 

held a superintendent position in another school district.  Under his leadership, the primary goal 

of the Central Unified School District is to ensure that students achieve challenging yearly 

learning goals in order to graduate from the district prepared for college or a career.  This focus 

on student achievement is operationalized as “The Number One Vision.” In Dr. Smith’s words, 

“The Number One Vision” is a vision for equity and excellence for all kids – a vision that says 

all children no matter what their background, no matter what the poverty or the wealth of these 

children, all children can learn successfully” (personal interview).   

The district’s monitoring for student success starts in kindergarten and runs throughout 

the elementary, middle and high school years.  Key measures of success are used to monitor 

student progress at each grade level.  For example, The Number One Vision for 2010-2011 set 

district growth targets of at least three percentage points for all students and a minimum of six 

percentage points for students in groups that have been traditionally more challenged, e.g., 

students with disabling conditions and students from economically poor backgrounds.  The 

scorecard for The Number One Vision is located in Appendix B. 
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During an interview, Renee Larson, who is the Director of Standards and Assessment, 

explained the key benchmarks for learning proficiency at each grade level along the Number One 

Vision:   

There are various trajectory points that among all the other trajectory points in kids’ 

educational passage were thought to be key ones.  So kindergarten is a reading measure.  

Third grade is reading.  Fourth grade is writing.  Fifth grade is math.  Sixth grade is 

reading.  Eighth grade is writing.  Ninth grade is passing algebra with a grade of A or B 

or enrollment in geometry.  Tenth grade is writing and twelfth grade ACT or obtaining a 

career/tech ed. certification.  So those are the main trajectory points.  So we monitor data 

most closely for those trajectory points.  And school improvements are most pointed 

toward those trajectory points, but then you know general reading and math as well.   

Smith’s Number One Vision includes a strong message to district staff that his focus is on 

instructional improvement.  His plan also communicates that instructional improvements will be 

measured through the use of data at the district and school levels.  This message carries the 

expectation that the district and schools within the district will target growth through yearly plans 

for improvement called District and School Improvement Plans.   

Renee Larson explained the Number One Vision Scorecard during an interview: 

Since Dr. Smith has been here, we have changed from what used to be a management 

review report.  What we have now is the Number One Scorecard for all of the student 

achievement and the student engagement data.  I disaggregate by the students:  White, 

black, Hispanic, LEP, SwD (students with disabilities), and low SES (socio-economic 
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status).  So on the various trajectory points on the Number One Vision for the data related 

to that, we set targets and the targets are for at least three percentage points growth for the 

other categories that have traditionally been more challenged.  So those are our targets 

and our message to schools is that you will have a reading goal, a math goal minimally 

and both of those goals will be disaggregated in the same manner as the district scorecard. 

District Improvement Plans 

 For 2009-2010, the district failed to meet Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) goals in 

mathematics.  In 2010-2011, it failed to meet AYP goals in both math and reading.  These 

failures occurred as the student population became increasingly culturally diverse and 

economically poor.  Additionally, the district lost $25 million as a result of changes in the state 

financial aid formula.  Budget cuts led to programming changes and staff layoffs according to 

Smith.   

As a result of failing to meet AYP goals, the district was identified as a District in Need 

of Improvement (DIFI).  In accordance with the federal No Child Left Behind Act, districts are 

evaluated annually for achievement levels in reading, mathematics and other academic areas.  

Districts that fail to meet any of the objectives for two or more consecutive years are designated 

as DIFI.  During an interview with Mr. Nass, the Director of Teaching and Learning, he shared 

the district developed a comprehensive District Improvement Plan (DIP) to address the identified 

deficiencies in student achievement in reading and mathematics.  A copy of this plan is provided 

in Appendix C.  He said,  
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The District Improvement Plan is a three-year plan for implementing the Teaching and 

 Learning Framework across all schools.  The Teaching and Learning Framework 

 identified two instructional strategies:  Understanding by Design and differentiated 

 instruction. 

The research supporting each of these strategies points to increases in student understanding at 

all grade levels.  The district’s hope was that providing teachers with a clear direction about 

lesson planning and differentiated instruction would increase student achievement.   

Overview of the School 

Friendship Elementary School serves approximately 420 students within Central Unified 

School District; its kindergarteners through fifth graders come from the local neighborhood and 

surrounding counties.  The changing demographics of the student population have mirrored the 

changing demographics within the wider community.  The school serves an increasing number of 

students from economically challenged households, a number that’s now 16.8% higher than the 

state average.  In 2005-2006 the school’s population was 61.5% white and 41.5% of students 

qualified for free or reduced price lunches.  In the 2010-2011 school year, the school’s 

population was 53.4% white and 60% qualified for free or reduced price lunches (DPI website, 

2011). 

Friendship Elementary School is unique within the district in this sense:  It has an upward 

trend in state achievement test scores but a rising population of low-socio-economic status (SES) 

students.  As shown in Appendix D, Friendship Elementary School students traditionally perform 

well on state standardized tests.  Since the first implementation of the state standardized test, 
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Friendship’s students have consistently met AYP in all tested areas in every grade for all 

subgroups.  The change in student population has not significantly changed the overall academic 

performance.  In fact, achievement scores have risen since 2005-2006.  The school’s state test 

scores increased 12.4% in math and 12.3% in reading from 2005 to 2011 for students performing 

in the proficient or advanced range.   

This upward trend in state test scores amidst the changing demographics is not mirrored 

in other district schools.  Central Unified’s population of low SES students increased 55.9% 

between 2005 and 2011.  Overall, students scoring in the proficient or advanced range in reading 

increased their scores 1.7% in 3.3% in math.  While this was an upward trend to be sure, it did 

not approach the rate of improvement seen at Friendship Elementary School.   

The Friendship staff was composed of 33 full time employees and 12 part time 

employees.  Eighteen of the employees were core curriculum grade-level teachers.  Ten of the 

teachers had experience teaching in special education, Title I, or alternative education.  Other 

school personnel included six specialists in instruction, four special education teachers, one 

school psychologist, one school social worker, a Title I teacher, an English as a Second 

Language teacher, and two educational assistants.   

According to Principal Gateway, on average, teachers had 17 years of teaching 

experience within the district and 75% hold advanced degrees.  Charles Gateway had served as 

Friendship’s school principal since 2008.  He previously served as an assistant principal for two 

years at a Central Unified middle school.  He taught music for nine years in a suburban school 

district before pursuing administrative positions.   
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 Setting.  This research was conducted at one elementary school within the metropolitan 

area of a large urban school district.  The school was selected based on the tenure of the 

superintendent, the tenure of the principal and the demonstrated improvement in the school’s 

standardized test scores under their leadership.  The first criterion was that the district’s 

superintendent had served a minimum of three consecutive years in the district.  In this case, the 

superintendent’s time with Central Unified enabled him to create a vision and provide necessary 

training to implement that vision in schools throughout the district.  The second criterion was the 

school retained the same principal for a minimum of three consecutive years.  Finally, the 

school’s test data demonstrated an upward trend in the state standardized test scores in the areas 

of reading and math over the same three-year period.   

 Participants.  Once the district and school site were selected, participants were 

identified.  My goal was to gain insights into this particular school setting regarding its use of 

structures and supports for data-driven decisions.  I used snowball sampling (   ) to identify study 

participants using three criteria:  all were selected by the principal or other participants, were 

willing to be involved in the study, and taught in grades 1-5.  Initially, I met with the principal 

who agreed to the snowball sampling method, but strayed from the process by identifying for me 

the first three participants. He purposefully selected individuals whom he believed would 

increase my understanding of how school staff members use data to inform decisions 

(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007), but also who would provide the best snapshot of how data is 

used at the school. These participants included a classroom teacher, special educator and an 

educational assistant.  These staff members provided the names of additional staff members 

whom they thought were knowledgeable about the topic and would also like to contribute to the 

study.  These participants included the data team and payday team, two influential groups whose 
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work is described later in the chapter.  Using this approach, I conducted interviews with four 

additional teachers.  These teachers, in turn, identified other teachers in the building who also 

contributed knowledge and experience about the topic and were willing to be interviewed.  By 

the end of the second day of interviews, I had spoken with the remaining 10 teachers on the staff 

with the exception of the kindergarten teachers.  Kindergarten was not included in the scope of 

this study.  Later on in the study after I transcribed the first set of data, I went back to the 

principal to ask additional questions.  He suggested I interview two district curriculum 

specialists, one whose focus is reading and the other whose focus is teaching and learning.  They 

each proposed I meet with additional district employees:   the Director of Standards, Assessment 

and Accountability, and the Title I District Supervisor.   The Director of Standards, Assessment 

and Accountability recommended I speak with the Superintendent of Schools.  These interviews 

provided a range of knowledge and experience related to the research questions. A table listing 

study participants follows: 
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Pseudonym Title 

Dr.  Bob Smith Superintendent  

Ms. Iris Daniels Associate Superintendent 

Renee Larson Director of Standards, 

Assessment and 

Accountability 

Kurt Nass Director of Teaching and 

Learning 

June Erickson Curriculum Specialist:  

Reading 

Matt Barber Title 1 District Supervisor 

Charles Gateway School Principal 

Dr.  Dan Skepansky External Consultant, 

Leadership Coach 

Michelle Lemberg Educational Assistant 

Sue Blenker Grade 1 Teacher 

Macy Green Grade 1 Teacher 

Lucy Miller Grade 1 Teacher 

Mya Brown Grade 2 Teacher 

Skylar Fox Grade 2 Teacher 

Gregory Chandler Grade 2 Teacher 

Jane D’Acquisto Grade 3 Teacher 

Mark Hammer Grade 3 Teacher 

Lisa Johnston Grade 3 Teacher 

Becky Halloran Grade 4 Teacher 

Martin Goldman Grade 4 Teacher 

Gina Koehler Grade 4 Teacher 

Juan Martinez Grade 5 Teacher 

Marilyn Diego Grade 5 Teacher 

Sam Ortiz Special Education Teacher 

Max Charter Special Education Teacher 

Table 1:  Study Participants 

 

Decision-Making Strategies and Support Structures 

 Of course, decision-making by the principal and others at Friendship School took place 

within a context of various decision-making strategies being promoted and different supports 

being provided for their acquisition and implementation.  The following sections describe 

strategies and supports found at the district and school levels.  It answers research question #1, 

“What are the structures and strategies used for data-driven decision making?” 
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Strategies for Decision-making at the District Level 

 Strategies promoted at the district level come from the Teaching and Learning 

Framework (Appendix F).  The Teaching and Learning Framework was developed by a team of 

administrators from Curriculum and Instruction and Special Education.  It provided a set of 

specific staff development activities that focused on instructional improvement so that the district 

would meet learning expectations set forth in the Number One Vision.  The framework 

integrated elements of Understanding by Design (UbD) (Wiggins and McTighe, 2005) and 

differentiated instruction as outlined in Integrating Understanding by Design and Differentiated 

Instruction (Tomlinson and McTighe, 2006).  A definition of each strategy is located in the first 

chapter.  

 Structures and Supports at the District and School Levels 

Below, I identify and discuss structures used and supports employed by the district and 

principal to facilitate the implementation of the framework among teaching staff for improved 

student learning.  The structures included Understanding by Design and differentiated instruction.  

Teachers were trained to differentiate instruction through instructional grouping of students, 

instructional modification of materials and the use of supplementary curricular materials.  The 

supports the District provided included teacher professional development for the uses of UbD 

and differentiating instruction; coaching, data support and accountability visits.   

According to Mr. Nass, a goal for the 2010-2011 academic year was simply to build 

awareness of these instructional strategies among all principals and instructional staff members.  

However, Principal Gateway exceeded these expectations.  He trained staff members in UbD so 

that they would begin its implementation during the 2010/11 school year.   
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 Understanding by Design.  Wiggins and McTighe suggest in Understanding by Design 

(2005) that teachers should identify “big ideas” and core processes within the content standards.  

These concepts and processes should be stated as “essential questions” around which teachers 

can structure teaching and student learning.  The knowledge and skills related to the essential 

questions are taught within a framework of what the students need to know and how they can 

demonstrate understanding of the key concepts and mastery of skills.   

This process was in its infancy at Friendship Elementary School, but results were 

promising.  Principal Gateway invited teachers to practice lesson planning using the UbD format.  

He provided a broad framework of its steps so that teachers would have enough information to 

practice, but not so much information that they would become confused.  His informal results 

showed that teachers who used the UbD format did not have students scoring in the minimal 

range on the WKCE test.  Principal Gateway stated,  

We have started talking about UBD.  We tell the teacher, “Start with the assessment.  

Now plan backwards.  How are you going to get to the assessment? What is it they are 

going to need to know? What are the criteria? Have you verbalized or visualized those 

criteria to the students so that they understand this?”  I’m finding it interesting where 

teachers have done the basic tenets of UbD and I did not get any minimal.  I got one or 

two basic students and the rest were proficient or above. 

Standards and Assessment Director Renee Larson concurred with Principal Gateway that 

the district, like Friendship School, was at the beginning stages of understanding UbD for regular 

implementation in lesson planning and unit design: 
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We have just the beginning of an instructional process that is shared and used on a 

regular basis and people are still developing comfort and expertise with that and 

especially because it is a new process, it is like any new major initiative and it needs care 

and feeding and the care and feeding has just begun.  So there is the content and the 

process and unfortunately we are weak in both at this time.  We are not going to get 

better at educating kids, I’m afraid, until we get better at those two things. 

 Differentiated instruction (DI).  Differentiated instruction (DI) was the second main 

theme of the district’s professional development for teaching and learning.  Differentiated 

instruction takes into account individual learners’ needs, strengths and preferences when 

designing learning activities and assessments.  According to Principal Gateway, there was 

widespread support within the building for DI.  One approach to differentiating instruction is to 

prepare distinct learning activities for small groups of students.  Within a lesson, student groups 

rotate through these activities set up at stations, or centers, throughout the classroom.  Principal 

Gateway described differentiated instruction through centers this way: 

Differentiated instruction goes on a daily basis.  It is expected and it is embedded into 

 the reading and the math series through centers activities.  Centers alone was not 

 differentiated activity unless we are tailoring the activities the students are doing so we 

 can better meet their needs and even then you have to ask yourself are all students doing 

 all of the same activities or do you have groups of multi-level going on or are you 

 working with groups where you have your lows your mediums, highs going on? The 

 differentiation is happening on a daily basis.   



76 
 

 
 

The use of data to differentiate instruction was apparent from my interviews with 

participants.  Their use of data was widespread and included using data to form instructional 

groups, to find resource material or to re-teach a lesson.  Following are excerpts from the data: 

Instructional grouping.  Jane D’Acquisto used data to deliberately form heterogeneous 

student groups for partner activities.  She said forming heterogeneous groups of students enabled 

her to assign roles to students so that each child took on responsibility tailored to their strengths 

or weaknesses depending on the activity: 

When I look at the data I look at the kids needs and then I group them.  I put them into 

groups of 5 kids and I don’t put the low kids with the low kids and the high kids with the 

high kids.  It’s all mixed in.  Beyond that, when we are working in even smaller groups of 

two or three, I don’t look at kids and say, “Well, I’ve gotta match low to low.”  I just mix 

them all over the place.  

Mark Hammer agreed that data were useful for identifying heterogeneous student groups.  

He also used the data to tailor activities for individualized instruction during classroom activities: 

My groups are all mixed.  This year, my group overall is closer.  The ranges are not near 

as far so there are a few on the higher end and a little bit on the lower end but I don’t 

have any significantly lower kids or extremely high.  So sometimes I pull particular 

students who are having difficulty in certain areas for centers and we would work on 

those skills and then disburse them back into the mixed groups. 
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 Instructional modification.  Sam Ortiz, like Mr. Hammer, used data to inform 

instructional decisions.  Mr. Ortiz grouped students homogeneously for some center activities so 

that he could help students practice deficit skill areas: 

 I work in an inclusion classroom and we use it sometimes to structure our centers.  

 Looking at the data cards, seeing what most of the students struggled in, either 

 math or reading, and then having that center focus on that for those students.  That 

 was helpful to us. 

Martin Goldman used data to modify instruction on a daily basis.  He reviewed formative 

assessment data from quizzes before designing lessons so that his instruction addresses areas of 

confusion through re-teaching or reviewing information: 

I just did a quiz with my kids and then I go through  and I can tell who is struggling with 

what topic by what their score is.  And that will determine what I am going to do 

tomorrow.  So re-teaching or moving forward or coaching.  Sometimes it tells me I need 

to repeat a lot of concepts over and over again, especially in math because it is so skilled.   

Supplementary resources.  Lucy Miller found instructional interventions using tools 

located on the MAP website.  These tools provide practice for skills linked to student RIT scores 

in different skill areas.  Websites that correlate instructional resources with RIT scores provided 

accurate remediation. 

We get the MAP test score.  Let’s say we have a group of kids who are really struggling 

 and I’ll go into the website and they will have suggestions for teaching actually on the 

 website.  And I did not know this but now I do you can put the cursor on the child’s name 
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 and it will show you things to do for improving the lesson.  Then I do buddy pairs for 

 centers and how easy is that!  Their center activity might be set up to kinda work on that 

 concept or skill.  And if it needs to be more concrete, then we will look into Story Town 

 which has ample re-teaching and differentiation stuff.  Same with the math.  I love this.  I 

 think there is more growth. 

 Gina Koehler allowed students to select from a list of educational software that links RIT 

scores to appropriate learning activities.  This became one station in a series of reading or math 

centers in her classroom.   

I use a whole list of websites with games on it for reading and math so that when the kids 

are in centers for reading and math and it is their turn to do computers, they know their 

RIT scores.  They have to play maybe two of the games within their RIT score.  It is 

wonderful because I use the data to drive what they are doing and it becomes 

automatically differentiated learning.  I was thrilled when I found that website.   

Sue Blenker also used instructional software linked to RIT scores as a component of her 

instructional process.  She summarized,  

The MAP scores are prescriptive and they show where a child is at since they are broken 

down by skill.  If maybe it is comprehension or maybe computation in math, then we 

have certain websites.  We have a website that we can go to right now.  When the kids 

log on to that, there is one for reading and one for math.  They can click whatever skill is 

low and then enter the range they are at.  And there should be leveled appropriate skills 
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and activities for them to practice.  And if you want to challenge them you can ask them 

to go up maybe one or two levels to see if they can perform well there. 

One problem associated with using data for differentiation was the demanding curriculum 

scope and sequence.  Some teachers, like Mr.  Charter, worried there would not be enough time 

in the school year to both differentiate the curriculum and also cover the mandatory scope and 

sequence: 

If there are students that are struggling in a skill that is part of a skill that is being 

presented, especially in math, teachers will try to find a way to help those students 

develop those skills:  Staying in at recess, giving them some kind of practice.  I don’t 

think we really use how students do on the MAP test right now.  Maybe in the future we 

will use them to do something different with instruction, or to emphasize certain things 

more.  But we have to think about the pace of instruction based on what the curriculum is.   

However, Skylar Fox approached this problem differently.  She retaught the material so 

that students had the knowledge they needed to build upon:   

I do supplement the curriculum we have been given.  I have been teaching for 20 years.  

So a lot of times, if they are not understanding something, I will go down a level to fill in 

any gaps they are missing in their knowledge that they need in order to do this.  For 

example, today we did hour and half hour on the clock.  But our curriculum does not 

have this.  Our curriculum says this is something they were supposed to learn in first 

grade.  So my curriculum starts with telling time to the nearest five minutes.  Our kids 
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don’t remember telling time to the hour and half hour so I need to spend the day 

reviewing that so I can go on to what the curriculum says we need to learn. 

Becky Halloran used data in a completely different way.  Her students were nearing the 

end of their elementary school years and so she believed it was important for them to develop 

responsibility for their own learning.  The trade-off for her came at the expense of differentiating 

the instruction: 

Well, I don’t know what you mean by data completely.  I keep track of my classes day to 

day.  I am very interested in class averages.  I teach my classes early in the year what 

class average is.  We just put it right on the board as a goal and a motivator.  When I hand 

back papers I will say, ‘You guys who are above the class average, great job, keep going.  

And for those of you who are below, you need to work harder, you need to increase your 

understanding somehow.’  So it is pretty much on them.  Independence is what we are 

after here.  Independent learners.   

Supports for Decision-making at the District Level  

 During my interview with Associate Superintendent Daniels, she explained that building 

awareness for the Instructional Process was happening with the building administrative team as 

well.  During the first semester of the school year, principals and district office staff studied 

Tomlinson and McTighe’s book entitled Integrating Understanding by Design and 

Differentiated Instruction (2006).  Various activities and materials were used to foster an 

awareness of the framework and the use of a common language for discussing it.  For example, 

principals completed the Teaching for Understanding Framework to help them understand how 

to identify the desired results, assessment evidence and learning plan for a topic.  During district 
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meetings in the second half of the school year, district staff supported school principals to help 

them accomplish these goals from the Teaching and Learning Framework at the building level: 

 Present and discuss with staff Tomlinson and McTighe’s Exemplary Design for Learning, 

 Introduce the Teaching and Learning Framework, and 

 Provide ongoing opportunities for staff to observe model classrooms where differentiated 

instruction and teaching for understanding are in action. 

These supports took the form of trainings, coaching, data support and accountability visits. 

 Trainings.  Principals and staff volunteers were given an opportunity to attend trainings 

through the Assessment Collaborative (AC) throughout the school year.  Each of the eight 

trainings focused on a different aspect of Understanding by Design and Differentiated instruction.  

Each training session included a trainer-led discussion about the history, application and results 

of using each approach.  Participants were also invited to design unit and lesson plans using UbD 

and DI templates.  In Central Unified, Ms. Daniels added the expectation that participants would 

train teachers at their home schools during subsequent professional development times so that 

awareness and application of the knowledge would spread throughout the participating buildings.   

Principal Gateway gave this overview of what the trainings helped to accomplish:   

My data team showed them how to read and utilize their data.  A lot of people say “You 

have the data in front of you,” and that is great, but if you don’t know what to do with it, 

it is worthless.  We’ve taken the time to show them what to do with it and then to say this 

is how you make an informed decision about making your lessons based on that. 
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Principals also had access to District Teaching and Learning Coordinators for 

professional development in the areas of technology, math and reading.  The roles of the 

coordinators varied but usually involved providing professional development as needed 

throughout the district.  There were a number of different ways this professional development 

was accessed.  First, one of the coordinators provided training to all principals during a monthly 

Principal’s Meeting.  Second, interested principals could contact the Teaching and Learning 

Coordinator to arrange for a similar training at the building level.  Third, teachers could directly 

contact the coordinator to request training at the school or within their department or grade level.  

Fourth, a District supervisor could send a coordinator to a school for targeted assistance in a 

demonstrated area of need.  This might occur after a SIP review.   

Coaching. Principals were given an opportunity to receive a school improvement coach 

from the Leadership Academy (LA) of a major state university.  Sixteen coaches were placed at 

schools during the 2009-2010 school year and continued on for the 2010-2011 school year, but 

did not receive a contract beyond the 2011 school year.  Each coach brought a different approach 

to school improvement and was randomly assigned to a principal who volunteered for their 

service.   

 The principal of Friendship School was one of the Central Unified volunteers who 

received a leadership coach.  The coach, Dr. Skepansky, provided a framework for professional 

development that related to needs within Friendship Elementary.  His framework for 

understanding professional development is rooted in the National School Reform Faculty (NSF) 

where he has served as a consultant since 1995.  Prior to this, he served as a middle and high 

school principal for a Coalition School in upstate New York for the majority of his career.  His 
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bachelor’s degree is in religious education along with minors in education as well as zoology and 

botany.  That led to a NSF fellowship for a master’s degree followed by a Ph.D. to become a 

teacher educator.   

 Principal Gateway enthusiastically received the support from his leadership coach 

because he brought many new ideas and initiatives to the school.  For instance, Principal 

Gateway said,  

Our grade level meetings this year with our coaching has made a difference because we 

took very formative data that the teachers brought to us based off of their observations 

and then we started having discussions about that.  And they were like, “Well, we do this 

already.”  Whereas I know they do not do it often enough.  And we’ve started some really 

good discussions particularly with student writing.  And I think that is one of the reasons 

we are seeing some real improvements in the students’ ability to write.  I think it has to 

do with how we have discussions about how we teach writing at this school. 

Principal Gateway shared a different understanding about the value of having external 

support for professional development.  He supported the use of building staff whenever possible 

for professional development saying, “I’m a big preacher that you should not look outside your 

own school for your own professional development and I like to keep it from within.  Like if you 

can’t do it for yourself, why do you think someone outside of your building can meet your needs 

when you are not able to think about what you need yourself?”  This statement could be at odds 

with his support for the role of external consultant within his building.   However, it could also 

demonstrate the degree to which Principal Gateway embraced the external consultant into his 
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staff.  The consultant became fully integrated as a member of the leadership team and was 

considered part of the staff.   

 Data support.  Principals had access to data reports through Central Unified’s computer 

database.  Reports available included the results of any district test a given student had taken 

while with the district as well as any information that was sent from the student’s previous 

school district(s), if applicable.  State test results, MAP test scores, district writing assessments, 

Naglieri results and report card results are examples of data housed within this system.  Reports 

were easily accessible via the Assessment tab in each student’s profile.  Additionally, the 

Department of Standards, Assessment and Accountability generated customized reports upon 

request.  For instance, principals could see grade level scores by building or cohort group 

performance over time.  The Department’s staff members were available to help principals 

understand and interpret the data.  Principals could also request that the staff members provide 

support and training to school staff.   

 Accountability visits.   Accountability visits involved the Associate Superintendent, the 

district student achievement specialist, the special education coordinator and the pupil services 

coordinator.  Associate Superintendent Daniels said these individuals visited schools four times 

during the 2010/11 school year.  The goal of their visits was to assess and support the principal 

in monitoring and achieving his school’s improvement goals.  At each meeting the principal was 

asked to provide a summary of progress toward meeting SIP goals in literacy, math and 

instruction.  The principal communicated any needs in the area of instruction or pupil services to 

the supervisors during these meetings and help was provided in the form of professional 

development services in the requested areas (personal interview).   
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Principal Gateway had a different experience with the accountability visits.  In fact, he 

rarely saw the Associate Superintendent, if at all.  He attributed his infrequent visits to the 

academic success of his school,  

The Associate Superintendent is very hands off.  I am not expecting that much longer 

because with the whole SIFI and DIFI situation going on.  I think we will see him in the 

schools quite a bit more.  With that being said, because we are not one of the SIFI’s and 

in fact are one of the success stories, I think they are going to lay off.  Plus, I think they 

would know I would tell them, “No, no, no.  Don’t tell me what I need to do.  I know 

what I need to do and I’m doing it based off of that.” So I don’t see that happening.  I do 

know that discussions with other principals have gone in other directions in regards to 

when their data was not doing what it needed to do because obviously they were not 

doing something they needed to do right at the school. 

Strategies for Decision-making at the School Level  

 A formal goal-setting process linked school improvement efforts with district goals 

related to improved performance on state standardized tests.  The goal-setting process involved 

developing a School Improvement Plan during a data retreat.  A copy of this plan is located in 

Appendix G.  Educators who volunteered to participate on the data retreat team met with Kurt 

Nass, Director of Instruction, and Renee Larson, Director of Standards and Assessment, during 

the summer of 2010 and shared their work with building level staff during a September in-

service.  Underlying the goal-setting process was the idea that setting goals motivates teachers’ 

actions and links classroom actions to district objectives.  These are largely tied to state and thus 

federal goals.   
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 Data retreat.  Renee Larson led the professional development session.  She outlined the 

professional development done at retreats by consultant Sue Nelson:     

I asked Sue Nelson to come in to do training for principals and we have had a Leadership 

 Academy for 3 days.  Everybody has come in and they have data teams and they bring 

 their data team and that is what it is about, working on the school improvement plan.  

 They need to describe in the school improvement plan when they are going to meet 

 during the year, how often, what days, so people are using institute day and early release 

 days.  Most of the early release professional development now is around data teams and 

 staffs needing to discuss a school improvement plan.   

Principal Gateway took a different approach to the traditional ‘sit and get’ data retreat.  

He said, 

The school improvement plans were started my first year as principal.  Every year we 

have used more and more and more to the point of last summer instead of having a data 

retreat we (Friendship Elementary School) did not because we got together between 8 

and 10 hours and put our plans together.  And instead of having people talk at us and 

having a more conference or workshop aspect, it was more take your time, write the plan 

the way you feel it should be written, look at the data along the way.  For us, going to this 

retreat and hearing a presentation that may or may not meet our needs is not doing 

anything for me whatsoever.  Whereas in this aspect, I can get down to the nitty gritty.   

 



87 
 

 
 

 School improvement plan.  Central Unified had set the goal of all students showing 

improved achievement with special emphasis placed on closing achievement gaps measured by 

The Number One Vision.  Specifically, all students would achieve at least a 3% gain.  Minority, 

low socio-economic students and students with disabilities would achieve a 6% gain in both 

reading and math by June, 2011.  Success was to be measured through student performance on 

the state standardized test, the MAP test or other district assessments and reports.  Friendship 

Elementary’s SIP goal was to provide a path toward achieving the district’s goal of all schools 

achieving a minimal 3% gain in student achievement overall and a minimal 6% gain in 

achievement for minority, low SES and students with disabilities in reading and math by June 

2011.   

Though he acknowledged the District Improvement Plan targeted a higher rate of growth 

for traditionally underserved students including minority groups and students from impoverished 

backgrounds, Principal Gateway shared a different understanding of how he actually implements 

the SIP: 

At this point in time the school decisions are all means all- what are best instructional 

practices for everyone.  I do not want and my staff has said they do not want to target 

subgroups.  Because to do so means that you are affording one level of education for one 

group and not for the other.  Now I realize that might in and of itself be the definition of 

differentiation, however, too often the case can become very clear that we are doing this 

because we have to help our African  American males.  And it is like, “Oh please.” What 

you are doing for them should be good enough for what you are doing for everybody else.  
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And if it is good enough for everybody else, then why aren’t you doing it for everybody 

else.  And we have taken that stand.   

Teachers at Friendship Elementary shared how the School Improvement Plan influenced 

the work they do in their classrooms.  Jane D’Acquisto said,  

We have to write a mission statement for our grade level, what we would like them to 

have accomplished.  Every grade does that.  And we base it off our school goal.  And 

those come from district goals.  So it goes together. 

 Lucy Miller was more skeptical about the value of the School Improvement Plan for her 

classroom instruction.  She argued,  

We pretty much have the school improvement plan read to us many times at staff 

meetings.  And that is kind of where it went.  Mr. Gateway designed the plan, and he read 

it to us many times, but it never turned into SMART goals, or if it did, it was not 

communicated to my grade level team.   

 School improvement plan review and feedback.  Once the data team designed goals 

using relevant data, a district committee comprised of area superintendents, the director of 

curriculum and instruction and the director of special education reviewed and approved the goals.   

Director Larson summarized the process saying,  

The principal will meet with their data team and maybe a leadership team.  And then 

together they create their school improvement plan looking at their data, but the point 

person is the building principal.  And then that improvement plan is forwarded to their 
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supervisor.  The supervisor reads it along with a team of folks from central office who 

have met with every school data team and listened to what support they need about their 

school improvement plan but also offered some critique.  So they are getting central 

office support, conversation, and critique about their school improvement plan.   

This process was the same one described concisely by Principal Gateway:  “They review 

it, they get together.  They provide feedback and they tell us also how they can provide 

assistance.”  

Principal Gateway mistakenly believed the goals were not taken seriously, “The goals are 

supposed to be evaluative of you, this particular year it was not really, but I know next year if 

(principals) do not make (their) goals, it will be part of (their) evaluation.”  Director Larson 

disagreed.  She asserted more strongly the effect of not meeting school improvement goals:   

If a principal does not meet the school improvement goals?  Well, there was a 

 considerable amount of change in principalships going into this school year.  I think like 

 ten or twelve different sites have different principals.  So that is a real statement. 

Leadership Structure at Friendship Elementary 

 Gateway identified his leadership style as being “servant leadership” as described by 

Greenleaf (1977).  To explain, he lists three attributes of leadership that he values: 

 Exhibiting a consistent personality and consistent behavior toward others, 

 Serving the organization beyond daily hours, and 

 Using the mission to serve others as the foundation of decisions.  (personal interview) 
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To realize these attributes, Principal Gateway reported using lateral decision making 

whenever possible.  He said,  

My job is to develop teacher leadership in the building.  To do so you must share the 

leadership and I will ask for teachers’ opinion on something.  I tell them I am not letting 

them make the decision, but I want to know how you would handle this when I make the 

decision and I build a consensus that way.  Other times I will say, I can live with 

whatever your decision is because I think it is a good one. 

 He implemented several structures for staff to share their opinions.  The first was through 

a district initiative called Pay Day Meetings.  Pay Day Meetings happened twice monthly with a 

core group of building level stakeholders:  The school secretary, the building union 

representative, a speech pathologist, an educational assistant, and a teacher.  Principal Gateway 

explained, “The goal of the Pay Day team is to relay to me any concerns among the staff and 

then we try to work out a solution.  I trust them completely when it comes to sharing information 

back and forth when it can be shared.  We are so comfortable that we even address concerns 

before they even make it to the Pay Day meeting sometimes.”  

 The second forum was through another district initiative, the data team.  This committee 

consisted of five volunteer teachers who expressed a desire to serve a one-year term on the data 

team.  Principal Gateway used his data team proactively: 

 My data team does help me look at data and figure out what do we need to do for the 

 next year here.  We will have discussion about what need to be the Professional Learning 

 Committee groups for the coming school year.   
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The teacher, Michelle Lemberg, described some of her work:   

Being on the data team, we have used it several times to find out what levels the students 

are at of course and also the differences between minority groups.  We’ve used that to 

figure out where the students are falling in categories as far as reading and math.  We 

always get a lot more data than the teachers and so we were able to point out to the 

teachers, “This is what we found as a data team.” 

Skylar Fox agreed that the data team collaborated with staff for their input into decision 

making:    

The data team as a committee worked on the goals for the whole school.  But we have 

feedback.  Like I’m not even on the committee and we had feedback and input on 

professional development days and staff development meetings.  We give our input for 

how the decision is made or what our school goals should be both academic and anything.  

They had the framework and we gave input and we made changes.   

 The third forum was through informal teacher leaders.  Principal Gateway solicited 

advice and guidance from seasoned teachers within the building.  He said,  

I have in addition to that, seven key teachers in this building whose opinion I really trust.  

I trust their instructional decisions.  I go to them for different things along the way 

because they will advocate for what they think is best.  I don’t always agree with what 

they have to say because there are times when they will think in the eyes of a teacher, but 

as an administrator you’ve gotta think through the eyes of an administrator.  I trust going 
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to them because I know that when I talk to them they are not going around talking to 

others about what we have discussed.   

During an interview with Principal Gateway, he revealed that he viewed Friendship’s 

teachers as experts and he gave them a great deal of professional autonomy.  “The staff is such a 

hardworking group and they take what they do so personally that they are willing to do the extra 

to balance each other out.  And I think they just hold themselves up to it.  I know how valuable it 

is and how lucky I am to have it at this point in my career.” He went on to describe how the 

staff’s professionalism influenced his leadership style,   

When I micromanage, I don’t get the ownership from them I need to have.  So as a 

principal, I have learned to let go.  I will not tell people how to run their program because 

I have to trust that they are going to do the right thing.   

This leadership style influenced how he used data to lead the staff throughout the school 

year.  He was careful to monitor data on a consistent, regular basis. 

I use data to measure my school’s effectiveness, both in the sense are we making 

adequate yearly progress and are we making progress toward continued growth looking at 

the sense of are our subgroups, what are we doing in our subgroups, where are our 

strengths, our areas where we need to make improvement so that we can make 

appropriate growth across the school.   

He used the information from MAP data results, given three times yearly, to offer indirect 

support to teachers who were not reaching growth targets through grade level meetings.  He said, 

“You bring it in that way and you make it an across the grade level suggestion as something we 
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need to look at.”  However, he did not let the staff know the extent to which he monitored 

student academic progress.  Doing that, he believed, would erode trust and chip away at efficacy.   

I also use data to see how effective my teachers are in the classroom.  I do not use it from 

an evaluative standpoint, but I use it personally.  I don’t tell them that I am doing that, but 

it does inform me as to what is going on in the classroom as far as from a growth 

standpoint.  I make sure very much so that when I do my evaluation work that I set that 

stuff aside.  I try not to be real obvious because it will erode not only the teacher’s trust in 

the system but it will become known throughout the school and you have to be careful 

about that.   

Gina Kohler shared that she knew Principal Gateway monitored data and provided 

support as needed: 

I don’t know how closely he monitors.  I know he has worked with us in groups setting 

up our data cards and helping us understand what we need to do.  I would imagine he 

knows, exactly, how our kids have done.  I mean he could access that data. Because he 

has come to us and said, “You know you guys I am really impressed.  I am really 

impressed with what you have done.  You have gone from here to here and you know that 

is fantastic. 

Mr. Gateway was quick to add that if there was a circumstance that needed immediate 

attention, he would address the issue immediately for resolution.  Yet, he weighed the impact of 

direct intervention heavily before making a decision to act.  He said,  
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You look at the issue and you decide, is it worth resolving?  There are a lot of things you 

work through until the end of the year, you offer the supports necessary, and then you 

need to look at where you want to place things next year.  You make your decision and 

you move forward.   

 Impact of leadership style on staff.   Mr. Gateway’s leadership style was met with 

mixed results from the teaching staff.  Some staff members appreciated the autonomy his 

leadership style afforded them in the classroom.  However, others felt they needed more direct 

guidance from their principal.   

Jane D’Acquisto, for example, mentioned the trust she felt from administration, “I feel 

that Mr. Gateway just tells us what we need to do and …Go! Get it done.  I just really feel that 

you just do what you need to do.  I believe he trusts everybody.”  Lucy Miller appreciated the 

flexibility she had to decide how to conduct teaching and learning in her classroom: 

We are told to use the data.  I find that the improvement of teaching and learning is left 

up to the teaching staff.  And we can choose whichever or however we want to do that.  I 

personally feel the competence in this building is absolutely staggering.  So we just do 

what we do.   

Max Charter and Gina Koehler also mentioned an appreciation for their competency and 

autonomy in the classroom.  Said Charter,  

I don’t think anybody is looking over my shoulder to see what I am doing.  I get feedback 

from the teachers I work with and we see how the building is doing when the principal 
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gives updates on the building.  But I feel like I’m not worrying about my teaching and 

maybe that is just because I have been a teacher for so long. 

Gina Koehler observed,  

I think in this building Mr. Gateway does not need to provide a structure because we are 

so intrinsically structured.  This is a pretty seasoned staff, you know, and we are pretty 

internally motivated, I think.  But we put the pressure on ourselves. 

Friendship School was led by a principal who embodied a servant leadership style.  

Teachers by and large had nearly two decades of classroom experience and advanced degrees in 

instruction and pedagogy.  They have relied on formative data culled from their own 

observations, experience, and day-to-day classroom work to guide their decisions in the 

classroom rather than a yearly summative test or a formal growth model assessment.  Their belief 

in their ability to assess and impact student learning formed their sense of teaching efficacy, a 

belief that they were able to affect positive change in the lives of the students they served.  These 

findings will be presented and discussed in the section titled Teachers’ Efficacy in the section 

that answers the third research question, how do teachers use data for decision making.   

However, the trust and autonomy Mr. Gateway afforded the staff was a source of 

confusion for some participants.  All teachers reflected that they received feedback about their 

teaching practice during formal evaluations, but seldom outside of that.  Evaluations happened 

once every two years for tenured teachers and yearly for probationary teachers.   

Sam Ortiz, who was two years into his teaching career, confessed to making instructional 

decisions without knowing exactly why he was making those decisions.  He said the principal 
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was not providing hands on support as he grappled with classroom data,  “I don’t know really 

how I get feedback about student learning.  Just by observing their progress, I guess, their grades.  

Not so much by the principal, but just by yourself, I guess.”  Martin Goldman suggests that 

professional development related to reaching school improvement goals would be beneficial.  He 

said,  

I think that it could be valuable if we are shown through example rather than just, “Do 

this.”  I need to see a little bit more professional development.  So being shown by 

example.  I think as a teacher I would never just say to my kids, “Here.  Here is the 

assignment.  Do this.”  Show.  I would show them how to do it.  You know, lead by 

example rather than just, “Here, do this.” 

Finally, one seasoned staff member acknowledged lack of feedback from administration 

and also recognized that poor performance would result in action by the principal.  Skylar Fox 

said, 

I don’t really get a lot of feedback through the year on my teaching.  But [the principal] is 

popping in my room all the time.  I think if he saw something that he needed to comment 

on, he is not going to wait until a formal evaluation to do it.  And as long as our class 

averages are kind of consistent with each other and there are not any real red flags, then I 

haven’t had a lot of feedback personally about teaching and instruction.   

This assumption was confirmed by Principal Gateway, who maintained,  

They get feedback from me.  I will tell them if I think something is not going well.  But I 

don’t usually throw that into their evaluation.  I usually will tell them.  Most of my 
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teachers are smart enough to know that if it didn’t go well for them, they need to make a 

change and do it themselves or work with their colleagues.   

Supports for Decision-making at the School Level 

 As mentioned previously, Principal Gateway expressed a value for shared decision-

making with school staff.  Still, as building principal he was ultimately responsible for ensuring 

that his staff implemented the district’s goals at the school level.  He was charged with 

implementing various structures mandated by the district’s Instructional Process to lend support 

to teachers’ achieving the School Improvement Plan.  These included educating teachers about 

the Understanding by Design process, showing teachers how to use data cards for MAP tests, 

establishing Professional Learning Communities, providing support from a data team, and 

coaching.  A copy of the Instructional Process document is located in Appendix H.  

Understanding by Design (UbD)  

Mr. Gateway advocated for the use of staff development in Understanding by Design 

(UbD).  Mr. Gateway and a team of grade level teachers attended Assessment Consortium (AC) 

meetings throughout the school year to learn how to apply UbD methods to lessons.  During each 

meeting, participants developed lessons and assessments that reflected the UbD format.   

He promoted the use of Understanding by Design as a framework for teachers to use so 

that instruction matches desired end results for learning.  Mr. Gateway believed that “UbD is the 

platinum standard even though it is incredibly time-consuming.” Because it was so time-

intensive, Mr. Gateway said he advocated for it to be used in reading and math, the two areas 

used to measure yearly progress on the state standardized test.   
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While this is a district initiative, Director Larson confessed there had not been 

widespread integration into teacher’s lesson planning as she had hoped there would be, though 

she anticipated with more time and exposure teachers would use the process more and more.  

She shared,  

In terms of instructional process, we don’t have the embryonic stage understanding of 

using Understanding by Design, although many groups have been to the Assessment 

Consortium and we continue to take school teams to the Assessment Consortium to 

understand the Understanding by Design process and we have a framework for teaching 

and learning that is pretty well structured.  I don’t think it is institutionalized in the life of 

the schools and teachers yet.   

Skylar Fox shared her understanding of Understanding by Design: 

I just know they always are looking at the state standards when they are writing 

curriculum guides and we always have been told our textbook is not the curriculum, to 

look at standards and see what students are supposed to be learning and then teach toward 

the standards instead of just going through the curriculum.   

Gina Koehler pointed to a shift in district expectation from teaching to the test to teaching the 

curriculum: 

I remember years ago when I started teaching 3
rd

 grade.  We had the 3
rd

 grade state 

reading test.  And we taught to what was expected on that test.  Not necessarily what the 

kids needed in reading or what we felt professionally they needed in reading, but we 

taught to what it was because it was so huge.  It was statewide and so much emphasis was 
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put on test scores.  I’m seeing a switch in that we are teaching more the curriculum and 

the students are able to do well on the test, versus teaching to the test and let the 

curriculum then be whatever it is because we are teaching to the test.   

Data cards 

 Mr. Gateway learned about data cards during a meeting for school principals.  Data cards 

are tools developed by curriculum specialist Matt Barber for teachers to record student MAP 

results and easily see changes from term to term.  A data card is located in Appendix H.  Overall 

RIT scores as well as goal strand areas are recorded.  Mr. Gateway arranged for Mr. Barber to 

provide the staff with data card training and support in early spring.   

When using data cards, teachers can compare a student’s performance to norm group 

performances to determine whether they are performing at, below or above where students 

typically perform.  Teachers can use the cards for instructional groupings, to shape remediation, 

to inform referrals and so forth.  Cards are passed from one grade to the next so that the new 

teachers have an idea about where students are performing at the start of the fall semester.   

Principal Gateway said, “Are you familiar with the data cards and the colors? Average is 

green, above average is blue and the first stanine below average is yellow and anything below 

that is red.”  

Becky Halloran explained how she planned to use data cards.  “I think we are moving 

toward using these data cards because it tracks each kid individually.  And people can see going 

into a particular unit who might have problems and who isn’t having problems.”  
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Mark Hammer appreciates them as a time saving resource for identifying student scores 

and growth: 

As far as using data, I don’t feel like I have enough time to use it as much as I would like 

to.  We are kind of getting into that trend with the data cards and making it more user 

friendly just to be able to flip a card and say I know we are there.  To have those numbers 

right there will also help us see how we are closing the gap in sub-scores. 

Lucy Miller explained the advantage of using data cards: 

We started looking at data three years ago.  We’ve since started to use data cards that 

Matt Barber came up with and so now we are tasked with putting information on the data 

card which is going to be helpful in terms of the groupings.  But I did the groupings 

anyway.  I can do the groupings with a single charting of the RIT score.  Using the data 

helps me target areas of weakness.   

 Identifying specific areas of student strength and weakness.  Three teachers used data 

cards to identify specific areas of student strength and weakness for individual strand areas of the 

math or reading portion of the MAP test.  Gina Koehler explained that the MAP test is divided 

into categories within these tested areas.  Reading, for example, is divided into phonemic 

awareness, word analysis, comprehension etc.  Knowing a student’s area of relative strength and 

weakness within a subject area offers teachers valuable information about specific areas to 

address through instruction.  Gina Koehler explained,  

In the MAP testing it is divided into subcategories whether it is reading or math.  And 

when I have a student who I notice consistently does not do well on something I can go 
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back to the data card and say, okay, they are high in word analysis but they are having 

trouble here.  Well that makes sense.  It is more specific.  It helps me define what it is.  

And that is where the centers come in perfectly. 

Sam Ortiz confirmed that the data cards would provide easy access to student data 

including individual areas of strength and weakness: 

We just started using the data cards so I think those will be a helpful tool to see what part 

of math, what section of math they are struggling with or are really good in so they can 

focus on centers or individual instruction.  That was helpful to me.  They will be really 

good at giving that visual picture.   

Max Charter, a special education teacher, also appreciated the specificity of the data 

cards.  He has come to expect that some students would struggle significantly with learning at 

the same rate as their peers.  He appreciated the data cards because they clearly pointed out areas 

of relative strength as well as weakness:    

I like the piece we are adding now with the data cards where it is clearly defining what is 

in the red zone, which is significantly delayed, what is in the yellow, and what is in the 

green.  With my special ed. students, I mean there are obviously students who are all red.  

But then there are some students who actually have some scores in the green or yellow.  

And so that can be helpful to say, “Oh, I need to go back and work on that skill and 

hopefully it will help them next time around.” So I do see those data cards as helpful as 

well as my informal record keeping. 
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Data cards duplicate efforts.  Three participants saw little value instructionally for the 

data cards themselves because these teachers had already developed their own system for 

analyzing student data from MAP reports.   

Skyler Fox followed along with district expectations that she use the data cards.  

However, she already was using data to determine who understood material and who was 

struggling: 

Using data fits with my sense of good teaching, but I don’t find that I’m doing any 

changes after seeing the data.  Because I know we were looking at the data cards, you 

know, the ones we had to fill out.  And I already knew that I had to help those students.  

You know what I mean?  You could already tell just from teaching them that those are 

the students who weren’t understanding it. 

Jane D’Acquisto agreed that the process of teaching students every day tuned her in to 

which students understood material and which students struggled.  Using data cards did not add 

new information for her because she had already developed a process to identify strengths and 

weaknesses: 

You just know by working with the kids who is strong is this and who is not strong in this 

and so you can base your groups every day on that knowledge.  It is hard to find the time 

to use the data cards.  I just use the MAP class report and highlight with a marker who is 

low here and there and then I go from there.   
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Sue Blenker agreed the data cards duplicated work for her because she was so adept at 

using daily work to understand student progress.  Filling out data cards was simply another 

district mandate: 

I see the child first through daily work and so once I do the MAP test I can go line by line 

and say I know who is blue and who is green and who is red.  And so at first I thought, 

“Oh great, just another thing.” Another thing that will be a buzz word for a year or two 

and then we’ll file it.   

Professional Learning Communities 

The strong district focus on meeting student achievement expectations translated into 

Professional Learning Community Teams (PLC’s) during the 2010-2011 school year at 

Friendship Elementary.  The PLC teams’ topics were suggested by teachers and addressed the 

following building needs:   

 Improving student attendance, 

 Promoting academic integrity and student and parent engagement, 

 Maintaining and improving building climate, 

 Addressing achievement gaps and promoting culturally responsive instructional practices, 

 Improving student math literacy, and 

 Improving student reading literacy. 

According to Dr. Skepansky, PLC’s were the result of a staff survey that he, Mr. 

Gateway, and the data team developed.  Staff completed the survey at the end of the 2009-2010 

school year.  They were asked to name issues that they would like to work on during in-service 
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days.  The survey yielded about a dozen suggestions overall.  The data team and Mr.  Gateway 

combined a few of the suggestions and then narrowed the remaining ideas down to about six 

PLCs.  Members of the data leadership team were assigned to facilitate each PLC group 

(personal interview).   

Principal Gateway described how he built consensus for the professional learning 

communities:   

We put together different topics with staff input into the topics and then we as a data 

team narrowed the topics down to 6 topics.  Then we asked our teachers and staff 

members which were your top three and which one do you desperately not want to be a 

part of.  And then we were able to get 100% of our staff into their top two choices and I 

thought that would be a good way to help build ownership of the PLC they were part of. 

Ms. Miller was enthusiastic about her role in the Math PLC:   

The PLC’s were set up as part of the things we do which was great because there   

 has been a lot of discussion.  I’m in the Math PLC.  I think it is important to talk   

 as a staff, a building.  I think that we have been given quite a bit to do.  And with   

 PLC’s we are able to suggest some direction in terms of everything that we need   

 to do. 

During the first year of the PLC teams, Principal Gateway’s goal was to raise awareness 

of issues related to each team.  Another goal was to provide teachers an opportunity to have their 

ideas heard by administration in a way that would directly impact classroom learning.  Several 

PLC teams far surpassed these goals by creating solutions to address building level issues.   



105 
 

 
 

The work of each team varied according to needs in that area and the use of data may or 

may not have been part of this work.  For example, Principal Gateway said the building climate 

team used budget funds to give tangible incentives and rewards to students after collecting data 

about student behavior choices during lunch time as well as before and after school time.  On the 

other hand, the reading and math literacy teams monitored data to gain understanding about 

student performance in each area.   

Principal Gateway shared some of the initiatives that came directly from teacher 

involvement with PLC’s:   

We did a Read Across America day at our school with the Reading PLC.  We started to 

do some adopting of colleges by classroom as part of informing students that they need to 

be going on to college.  Attendance started to beef up our weekly assembly and then 

celebrating student attendance trying to get the message out to parents.   

Gina Koehler added contributions from other PLC’s: 

One PLC started Pause for Peace where we honor if a child has done something really 

good.  And they get their picture taken.  My group is the Math group, we do have on 

order some things for grade levels that you could do like a mini math which is a review to 

keep the kids motivated and helps them remember.   

The teams reported back to the staff during staff meetings periodically throughout the school 

year.  “The reporting back was more superficial than we would have liked to have seen,” said Dr. 

Skepansky, “but it did begin to create a climate of reflective practitioners in which we have more 

to share with each other and more to learn from each other.”  
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Data Team and Retreat  

 Teacher leadership from the data team was used to guide the development of the School 

Improvement Plan (SIP).  The principal and data team met over the summer to develop the plan 

using student achievement data from the state test to target instructional areas needing 

improvement.  They also considered district goals.  The data team presented the plan to staff 

during the first school in-service of the academic year.  According to Principal Gateway,  

We look at the school improvement plan and we point out areas that we are targeting this 

year.  We make data available to them.  We show them how to read and utilize the data.  

We have taken the time to show them what to do with it in our professional development 

activities.  And then we say this is how you make an informed decision based on what we 

have seen.   

Mr. Charter and Ms. Lemberg explained their roles on the data team: 

Mr. Charter: 

 I am on the data team.  You start looking at differences like if you are considering 

students in low SES, how are they doing, how are other groups of students doing, what is 

happening by breakdown in their culture and their different  ethnicity.  And what is it 

boys against girls? It is really interesting sometimes looking at that in a numbers sense.  

And you see patterns that maybe you would not have otherwise seen.  So it helps you to 

see, well, oh, what are we doing about that? And then what should we be doing next? 

And was it just this one year or was it a pattern over time? So I think it can help you to 

make building decisions.   
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Ms. Lemberg 

Well, being on the data team, we have used data several times to find out what levels the 

students are at of course and also the difference between minority groups.  We’ve used 

this to figure out where the students are falling in categories as far as reading and math.    

 Martin Goldman shared a concerned that the data team seemed to have more access to 

data than others on staff.  This concerned him because he wanted to know the relationship 

between the data and the conclusions drawn by the data team. 

I am not on the data team.  The data team presents to the rest of the staff.  I think the 

problem with that is that they are in the know, they know what is going on and they 

present to us and they say you need to go back and do this and you are never sure what is 

the purpose, how is it going to be helpful, why? This is helpful to know those answers. 

The data retreat model used by the district was designed by Sue Nelson, a recognized 

expert in data use models.  School data teams met during the summer to review reading and 

mathematics test data provided by the district.  Team members analyzed the prior year’s MAP 

and state testing data.  They looked for trends such as achievement gaps between subgroups, 

lower performing standards, and data patterns.  They developed hypotheses about what they saw 

reflected in the achievement scores.  Then they selected issues to address through the School 

Improvement Plan.   
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Coaching 

Coaching of the principal and staff was provided by an external consultant, Dr. Skepansky,   

Dr. Skepansky believed in educating all citizens fairly and described himself as becoming 

increasingly aware of what needs to be changed in schools regarding students who are low 

performing and underserved.  “NCLB was good for waking up some people for the need for 

accountability, but that was about all the good that it did.  My work is to help move schools away 

from what my friend Jonathan Kozol calls the ‘resegregation of public schools.’”  He went on to 

say,  

It has become crystal clear to me that there are a number of people in our population, 

minorities, the poor, gays, lesbians, who are underserved and who are being 

discriminated against.  And how can we call ourselves a democratic nation with a 

democratic school system when we are not educating all of our citizens equally and fairly.   

Working toward this end goal, he valued democratic decision-making.   

Jefferson wrote about having an enlightened public who could participate as citizens in a 

democratic society.  That has been a major piece of my thrust – making decisions 

democratically.  I support a school environment where decisions are made very laterally.  

The decision making is shared equally by all. 

He believed that staff members develop more knowledge when they share and work 

collaboratively and maintained that in working together, teachers and administrators can make 

real and lasting improvements in their own schools.  Thus his goal was to move away from one-
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shot professional development efforts and toward building the staff’s internal capacity to move 

data-driven decision making forward.  During my interview with him, he spoke to this belief: 

When I started working in schools, I began to believe that as much as we could, we ought 

to be doing professional development internally.  We did not have to depend on some 

expensive guru to come in and do a one shot drive by and say now you are blessed with 

the insight of how to become a teacher or a better school.  That may be a little bit glib.  I 

think too much of our  professional development has been a one shot or two.  And 

teachers get inspired and excited about that, but it is very hard to sustain.  You try 

something out and maybe it doesn’t work.  There is nobody there to help you out.  And 

then maybe you lose track of what it was the professional development was about.  My 

view is to do something that is about building internal capacity with what people need.   

Dr Skepansky summarized his approach – “relationships, collaboration, democracy, 

equity, diversity – those are some of the cornerstones of my views” – and went on to make these 

points:   

 Teachers and administrators must help each other turn theories into practice and 

standards into actual student learning. 

 The key to these efforts is the development of a “professional learning 

community” based on public, collaborative examination of both adult and student 

work. 

 Practitioners need quality time and sustained support to create this community. 
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Members of National School Reform Faculty created tools and strategies to use with 

administrators and faculty to build internal capacity for moving district or school reform 

initiatives forward and addressing issues of equity and diversity.  According to Dr. Skepansky, 

We change people’s minds by changing their hearts.  We do it very carefully.  And I 

don’t change anyone.  They change themselves.  I really believe that.  So I can listen 

carefully to them and provide a supportive, collaborative environment where it is safe to 

take risks, where it is safe to try something different, where there will be an absence of 

guilt, blame and shame which has been too much a part of the professional development 

in the area of equity and diversity.  I can help them by providing the safe environment for 

them to make changes.  To become aware of what the data is, who are students really are, 

and how we as educators respond. 

To build upon Friendship Elementary’s internal capacity for using data in decision 

making, Dr. Skepansky worked alongside Principal Gateway to plan and facilitate staff 

development days, monthly faculty meetings and grade level team meetings.  Tools and 

strategies he used during his professional development sessions are included in the paragraphs 

below as I look at participants’ use of data. 
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Participants’ Use of Data 

This section describes how the principal, teachers, and other stakeholders engaged with 

data about students’ academic achievement. 

The Principal’s Use of Data 

Here I address research question #2, “What are the principal’s roles in the use of data for 

decision making?”  During the 2010/11 school year, Mr. Gateway initially used data in three 

ways:  To inform the school improvement plan, to inform instructional leadership, and to design 

appropriate staff development programs.  As I describe below, his role in the use of data changed 

throughout the school year.   

 School improvement plan (SIP).  As school principal, Mr. Gateway was responsible for 

directing instruction that produces results.  Using formative and summative data from MAP and 

the state standardized test helped him determine SIP goals.  To develop a SIP, he asked for staff 

volunteers to serve on a data team.  During the summer of 2010, this team met apart from the 

district sponsored data retreat for their own data retreat.  They spent about 8-10 hours 

determining the school improvement goals for the upcoming academic year.  According to Mr.  

Gateway, “My data team does help me look at the data from year to year and then figure out 

what do we need to do for the next year.”  However, in the next breath, he seemed to contradict 

himself by saying: 

I essentially had the plan written for my data team.  And then I said, “Put this in your 

speak.” Because in the past they took the plan and changed a couple of words and 

never got back to me so I ended up writing it so I could turn it in on time.  But I was 

like, “Okay, fine.  You put what you want but here is what I am going to work towards.”  
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 Using data to shape teacher meetings.  One of the principal’s roles within the district 

was to serve as the instructional leader of Friendship Elementary.  Mr. Gateway used 

professional development days, early release days and monthly grade level meetings to 

provide staff with leadership around instructional best practices related to the use of data for 

decision making.  He teamed with Dr. Skepansky and, eventually assigned to him the 

responsibility of creating opportunities for staff to look at data during these meetings.   

According to Dr. Skepansky, “Mr. Gateway increasingly relied on me to develop agendas 

for staff meetings and early release days, to develop a structure for a data team meeting and then 

particularly to evolve to working with grade level meetings.” There is evidence from teachers to 

support this claim.   

Ms. D’Acquisto and Mr. Hammer described their working relationship with Dr. 

Skepansky.  Mr. Hammer began, “We have grade level meetings once a month this year which 

we did not have last year.  The meetings are with Dr. Skepansky.  We also have professional 

development days with him.” Ms. D’Acquisto elaborated by saying, “With Dr. Skepansky, when 

we have had early release days we have worked with him to look at work and identify what we 

are looking for.  We have worked with Dr. Skepansky quite a bit on what we have done and how 

we are doing it, what we see, where we can go.”  

Mr. Hammer added,  

He brought in different examples of different tools that we could use and we could 

practice with.  Actually, how we could grade things and take that back and use it amongst 

our grade level.  So we tried it and then met with him again as a group to talk about what 
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works for each of us and shared what works really well so that we could try out what we 

each did.   

 Ms. D’Acquisto mentioned another example of professional development with Dr. 

Skepansky,   

We were having a lot of struggles on the state test on the math where they had to write 

and explain.  We had a number of kids who just skipped the question because they just 

did not know what to do so that is something school wide.  And so that has been a focus 

this year with Dr. Skepansky.  He worked with us on this because this was a weak spot 

for our school. 

Ms. Halloran also described staff professional development activities led by Dr. 

Skepansky,  

We broke into groups across grade levels which is very interesting and something we had 

not done before.  We started investigating what we can do across grade levels to help kids 

achieve in math.  Something we came up with was core mathematics vocabulary.  We 

also meet with him every month to talk about the topics and issues for our grade level.  

And, during one staff development he showed us how to take a bunch of data and look 

through it.  We picked out students who were making gains and we tried to figure out 

what did we do to make those kids have that kind of success.  So we could apply that to 

other kids, too.   

Ms. Blenker went on to describe another staff development activity where staff focused 

on student writing samples,  
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With Dr. Skepansky we worked on writing expectations.  For some in-services what we 

 did was each grade level brought their writing to the next grade level and we looked at 

 what their expectations were.  The teachers brought what they thought was a good 

 example, an average example, a poor example.  I thought it was valuable.  It helped me to 

 think, okay, show what we think a good example is to the teachers then to the kids.   

 In turning over professional development to Dr. Skepansky, Mr. Gateway’s role in the 

use of data changed to include monitoring student achievement data as I discussed earlier, 

making data available to teachers and providing teachers’ time to look at data.  I discuss both of 

these below.   

 Data availability.  Principal Gateway encourages and supports teachers’ use of data for 

decision-making by making the data available to them.  He described, “Making the data available 

to them is in and of itself a big piece.”  He went on to describe how Dr. Skepansky provided 

professional development related to the use of data.   

Showing them how to read and utilize the data.  A lot of people say you have the data in 

front of you, but if you don’t know what to do with it, it is worthless.  Dr. Skepansky has 

made a difference because we took very formative data that they brought to us based off 

their observation and then we started having discussions about that.   

 Juan Martinez and Becky Halloran agreed that Mr. Gateway presented opportunities for 

staff to look at data, “I would say at certain staff meetings we have had, and in-service days,” 

said Martinez.  Added Halloran, “Mr. Gateway provides the data usually at staff meetings.  And 
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we talk about it, we look at the data and we think about what kind of conclusions we can draw 

from that.” 

 Marilyn Diego confirmed that Principal Gateway presented data to staff during staff 

meetings.  She pointed out that the data treatment was superficial and she felt ready to analyze 

and make decisions based on data.  She said: 

We have been shown data like at staff meetings.  He has shown us how other schools are 

doing, what are our scores, where we are low and where we are high and what things we 

need to work on.  Maybe where there is a hole in the data like from one grade level to the 

other where they are losing something.  But as far as coming back and working with it and 

taking it to another level to fix it, he has not really done that too much.   

 Time for data.  Teachers expressed a need for time to organize and make sense of the 

data they needed to use to make achievement goals.  Jane D’Acquisto pointed out that teachers 

have the best intentions to complete all of the paperwork that is asked of them.  Sometimes, 

however, they simply ran out of time: 

Using data is helpful, but a lot of it is time.  Putting it together and getting all the 

information and organizing all of it, understanding all of it and placing it into the 

curriculum.  I don’t think it’s a matter that people don’t want to, it’s just time.   

Lucy Miller agreed with Ms. D’Acquisto.  Time is in short supply for teachers, “I think it is 

important to talk as a staff, as a building.  I think that we have been given quite a bit to do.”   
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 Sam Ortiz shared that he experienced difficulties using data for decision making because 

sometimes, “just the process of getting the data, taking the time, having access to it” become the 

primary barriers.  He is grateful that Principal Gateway, “gives us a lot of time to work on the 

data.  Like this week he is giving us time to add data to the data cards which really helps.” 

 Martin Goldman, Skylar Fox, and Sue Blenker pointed to the regularly scheduled staff 

meetings or early release days as a source of time for staff to think about student data.  Goldman 

summarized the process in saying, “When we have staff meetings or early release days are times 

when we look at data.  We look at grade level scores on the WKCE or MAP scores.  And then 

we ask ourselves why.”  

Teachers’ Use of Data 

 Research question #3 is “What are the teacher’s perceptions in the use of data?”  The 

interview data show that despite the potential that school leaders saw for data to improve 

instruction, teachers’ impressions of formal data systems were mixed.  Some shared the district 

leaders’ enthusiasm for the formal systems but others perceived their own observations to be 

more valid and reliable.   

Teachers Used Mandated Data to Inform Instruction 

  All of the teachers responded that they used data collected by the school or district to 

inform their instruction, though they took different approaches for doing so as I describe below.  

As one teacher, Gina Koehler, explained, “I think you do need to have the [school or district] 

data and use it as a starting point for instruction.  You need to know where the kids are at in 

order to teach effectively and have them learn everything.”  



117 
 

 
 

Teachers took different approaches to using data in the classroom.  For instance, the 

findings demonstrate that teachers use data to prioritize instruction as represented by this 

statement from Max Charter,  

Being the special education inclusion teacher, there are a lot of different levels that I 

work at:  The pace of the regular education classroom, the individual needs of the 

students I serve, and how I can bridge the gap between the two.  The data helps me to 

decide where I need to put my priority at that point in time.   

Another participant, the fifth-grade teacher Marilyn Diego, agreed that she used data to guide her 

decisions about pacing and areas for instruction in her regular education classroom, 

For me when I give [MAP] tests, that is data.  I always look at the results from my (MAP) 

test scores.  I look at it and I say, okay, who did well, who did not do so well.  What do I 

need to work on, do I need to go back and reteach this, or can I move forward, so I am 

always looking at the data.    

 Macy Green said she used MAP data.  “I use MAP data to group the kids for 

differentiation.  Or I use data for kids that I have questions about, like students that I have called 

a Student Support Team Meeting for.”  She went on to describe how she used data to motivate 

students,  

I always show the students their scores so they know how many points they should go up.  

I tell them, “I would like you to get up to 185 (RIT score).  I like your score a lot, but if 

you could just  go up one or two more points, that would be good.”  I always give them a 

target to work  for. 
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 Lisa Johnston explained, “It will help me with my teaching them.  It will help me figure 

out where they are and what I need to do for them.  It also helps me do a better job teaching them 

what they need to know.” 

Teachers Prefer MAP to State Standardized Test  

Teacher support for MAP data as an assessment tool was widespread.  All teachers reported 

using data as part of a larger picture to inform them about the academic progress of their students.  

By and large, teachers reported using data from the MAP test more than data from the state 

standardized test.  This was primarily because of the timeliness of the test.  According to the 

second grade teacher Skyler Fox, “I felt it (the state test) was given too early for us to teach all 

the material that had to be taught that was on the test, but the results were given late so it is not 

really a tool to give us to teach.”  Lisa Johnston added, “With the KCE, we test them in 

November and they have only been in school a month and a half and we start testing them on 

things for their grade level which they haven’t even learned yet.  I think it is cruel.”   

The district gives the MAP test to students three times yearly, fall, winter, and spring.  It 

uses results to see whether there is growth from test term to term as called for in the District 

Improvement Plan and the School Improvement Plan.  By contrast, the state test is administered 

once yearly in early November to students in grades 3-10.  Results are delivered to schools in 

April.  As a result, teachers preferred the MAP test data not only for the timeliness of its results 

but also for its ease of interpretation and relevance to learning targets.  Marilyn Diego shared the 

experience of many participants in saying,  
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I like MAP data more than the state test data because the MAP data is instant and when 

they come in September not only do I get that number, but I get a breakdown of where 

they are struggling in terms of their reading or in terms of their math.  It helps me target 

areas of weakness.  Where when we take the state test it is in fall and we get the results in 

April.  And there is no breakdown in data, there is no help so I really don’t rely on it at all.   

Mark Hammer, a third grader teacher, went on to add that he appreciated the ease with which 

MAP data can be interpreted and understood: 

With MAP what is great is that you can go and get examples of specific types of 

questions and you can let parents know that as well.  I think parents have really liked 

MAP testing in that they see the target they are hopefully going to reach at the end of the 

year and it helps them see where their child is headed or should be headed. 

 Teachers’ use of MAP data.  Teachers primarily use MAP data to identify the learning 

levels, inform their plans for differentiated instruction or other interventions, and to provide 

assurance of student growth from one testing period to the next.   

Identifying learning levels.  Sam Ortiz, a special education teacher, uses the data to help 

him understand how his class as a whole is performing:   

Just looking at different strands on the MAP score helps me in the classroom.  There are 

different areas and seeing where most of the class is struggling, you know, is it geometry 

or is it numbers, and then trying to focus more on that as a whole class.   
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Teachers explained that the MAP was especially useful for looking at students’ 

performance within broader skill areas.  Jane D’Acquisto said, “[W]hen you break that MAP test 

down and you look at specific areas, I know what areas my kids need to work on.  It is a 

direction.  Prior to the MAP test, we did not have all of this specific information.”  

Informing differentiated instruction.  As just explained, teachers stated that a main 

advantage of using MAP data was its laser-like focus on student’s current levels of performance 

on core content areas.  Knowing current performance areas helped them make instructional 

decisions related to differentiating instruction.  By differentiating instruction, teachers were able 

to provide individual students or groups of students with instruction tailored to their levels of 

mastery.  For instance, they might decide to assign reading groups using students with similar 

RIT levels.  Another option is to group students across RIT levels so that students with higher 

scores help their partners learn the material.   

 Sam Ortiz described differentiated instruction as a strength of his school’s teaching staff:   

Differentiating instruction is just part of what we do naturally.  It is like, they see 

those kids who are struggling and they ask, “What can I do to boost them up?”  

Instead of just the train is going to keep going down the track, it’s what can I do 

to make sure everyone is getting there?  

 Becky Halloran added that the data helped her know student strengths and weaknesses 

for instructional purposes.  She described “just taking the time to go through a student’s data and 

compare it and see their strengths and weaknesses and then going back and trying to find things 

for those students to fit their needs.”  
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Halloran explained how she used RIT scores to form book clubs.  “One of the things it 

freed me up to do was book clubs.  And the book clubs were based on the RIT scores so 

everyone in the book club had the same or about the same RIT score.  I could choose a book 

based on the readability.”  

Similarly, the educational assistant Michelle Lemberg used RIT scores to help pinpoint 

materials for students to use in the library.   

It is easier for us to know the levels of a student than to just make a guess.  It has helped 

us know which child needs to be helped… If they come into the library and they know 

what kind of levels the students are at I can give them websites they would be able to go 

to. 

The fourth grade teacher Gina Koehler used MAP data to help her formulate effective 

questions for students based on their levels of understanding: 

I use data in the classroom in terms of how I question my kids knowing that each kid is at 

different levels and knowing that each kid would be answering a little bit differently 

because maybe some are low average readers and maybe some are above average and so 

on. 

 Data cards shape instruction.  As mentioned previously, Matt Barber developed data 

cards to help teachers track student performance on MAP tests from term to term.  These index 

cards list the different academic skill sets tested for reading and math.  This helps teachers easily 

see how well a student performed within a specific topic area.  For example, the reading test is 

divided into the skill sets of word recognition/ fluency/ vocabulary, reading comprehension, and 
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literary response and analysis.  The data cards provide space for teachers to record a student’s 

RIT score in each skill set, allowing them to make comparisons about areas of relative strength 

and weakness as well as growth from term to term.  A data card sample is provided in Appendix 

H.   

Teachers’ perceptions about the data cards were positive.  Several teachers appreciated 

the ease with which they could access a student’s score when it came time for lesson planning, 

student grouping, or differentiating instruction.  For instance, Lucy Miller said, “It is a very easy 

system and extremely helpful.  You can actually take the cards and group the cards and move the 

cards around.”  Special education teacher Sam Ortiz and second grade teacher Skylar Fox 

concurred.  Ortiz noted,  

I think the data cards will be really good to get that visual picture and to have it.  

The data will be right there.  I work in a third grade inclusion classroom and we 

use it sometimes to structure our centers.  Looking at the cards, seeing what most 

of the students struggled in, either math or reading, and then having that center 

focus on that for those students. 

Fox commented,  

What I like is that it broke it down into areas.  A low score in a reading MAP test is one 

thing.  But maybe they did well on most of the subtopics, but maybe they had trouble in 

just one area like in phonics.  So that helped identify what they needed to work on.  I 

knew the student was struggling in reading, and this helped me identify what they needed 

to work on. 
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Teachers Used Their Own Data to Inform Instruction  

 Classroom teachers said they relied heavily on their own classroom assessments and 

professional expertise to gauge daily progress on district learning targets as leading indicators of 

student learning.  A leading indicator in this context is what data teachers use to provide them 

with the greatest information about student learning. On the other hand, the MAP and KCE 

assessments were lagging indicators.  Lagging indicators show the extent to which student 

learning was achieved (Figge, Hahn, Schaltegger, & Wagner, 2002).  The MAP test and KCE 

test simply reflected back to them what they already knew from their own assessments and 

expertise about the level of student learning.  These tests were not the main souce of information 

about student learning.    

Skylar Fox used her own assessments in addition to her professional judgment when she 

evaluated students.   

I think that the daily classroom and weekly classroom evaluations are better than 

MAP testing.  Using data fits in with my sense of good teaching, but I don’t find 

that I’m doing any changes after seeing the MAP data.  I already knew that I 

needed to help those students.  You could already tell just from teaching them that 

those are the students that weren’t understanding it.   

She added, 

There is data from regular tests, weekly tests, end of chapter tests which we give 

the kids and also just what we see when we are teaching- which students know the 
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material and which don’t.  So it is really just every day looking at children and 

seeing who is not understanding the material so we can help them. 

This was reinforced by another teacher, Juan Martinez, who said,  

We rely so much on our own knowledge of the students from teaching them day after day.  

We have to use what we see the students doing every single day.  I think that is why our 

scores are going up is because we are looking at our kids every day and we know who 

needs help and we are helping them.   

Another teacher, Martin Goldman, also described teachers’ own data as being more 

useful and meaningful than other data.   

I find my own classroom data more useful.  I find my own sorting of data with the test 

scores, quiz scores, observations -- that is more helpful to me.  After all, I am the one 

who has to implement it.  And it has to be something that is meaningful to me, and my 

observations. 

Sue Blenker went even further in support of using classroom performance in lieu of MAP 

data by saying,  

When the results from the MAP data come back, it is interesting because when I 

color code and rank and look at them I can pretty much predict how it is going to 

fall.  I already know before I get the results.  Once in a while there are a few 

surprises where I have to step back and say, “Oh that is interesting.  I wasn’t 

expecting that and why.”  But for the most part I know by October where those 
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kids are and I can pretty much predict where they will be on the MAP test.  So I 

use the MAP test to see growth.   

 This sentiment was shared by Gina Koehler.  She understood that data provided an 

objective measure of student performance, yet she believed that other aspects of the child needed 

to be considered as well.  She said,  

One MAP test score is half an hour of that girl’s life in a whole year.  And I have 

her for 6 hours a day every day and so I would like to keep that MAP test score in 

the back of my mind.  But I also would like to share with you her word lists from 

kindergarten where she was at 25% and now she is at 75% and I want to share her 

handwriting sample which was completely illegible in October and now you can 

actually read phonetically what she has written.  So how I use data in the 

classroom is to make sure that I don’t find one piece and get very narrow about 

what that one piece means.  I look at the whole child, the whole picture and put it 

all together.  And if there is a score that really surprises me, then I think I want to 

look into it a little further. 

Sue Blenker agreed in saying, “There are so many ways that a child’s growth can’t be 

measured.  Sometimes testing reduces the child to a lowest common denominator.”   

However, a preference for personal data does not mean that it’s sufficient on its own.  Ms.  

Blenker acknowledged that such data can provide irrefutable evidence of student performance:   

I guess I would be foolish to walk into a student support team meeting and say I 

feel this child needs to be tested and we need to talk retention.  They would look 
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at me and ask, “What do you have to show for it?” And I can’t say, “Well, it’s just 

a hunch because I see him every day.”  I need to have concrete hard evidence. 

 

Teachers’ Efficacy 

 The data in this section demonstrate teachers’ struggle to balance district expectations 

about the use of data for decision-making with their own sense of teaching efficacy.  Interviews 

reveal teachers had dutifully learned to use data from formative and summative measures such as 

the state test and MAP assessments to help them understand and target instruction so that the 

school continues to meet and exceed AYP benchmarks.  At the same time, the teachers also 

recognized that data beyond these formal measures were important to consider, though they 

struggled to accept the District’s preference for MAP and KCE data over their own professional 

expertise.  This section will discuss the role of teacher efficacy in managing sources of data so 

that students with challenging circumstances were not left behind.   

 As discussed in the review of the literature, teacher’s efficacy belief is a judgment of how 

well he or she can bring about desired outcomes of student engagement and learning, even 

among those students who may be difficult or unmotivated.  Research has identified three types 

of teacher efficacy:  General teacher efficacy, self-efficacy, and collective efficacy.  Examples 

below illustrate that teachers in this study brought together their efficacy beliefs and classroom 

expertise to guide their data-driven decision making in the classroom.   
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Self-Efficacy   

 Self-efficacy beliefs are teachers’ evaluation of their own abilities to bring about positive 

student change.  Ms.  Halloran described things she and other staff members did to support 

students’ growth toward teacher’s high expectations, “We make ourselves available when we 

don’t have to.  We don’t have after school opportunities, so we use our lunch time to help kids.  I 

give them my phone number at home for them to call when they have questions about homework.  

We give them extra time and tutoring.  So that is just what we do here.” 

 Skylar Fox said that she does not wait for the data to tell her who is learning and who is 

not because she already knew based on her experience teaching and assessing the students what 

the results would likely show.  She used her knowledge of teaching and curriculum as leading 

indicators to know when to adjust her teaching strategy to meet students’ needs. 

I do supplement a lot of the curriculum that we are given.  I have been teaching for 20 

years.  So a lot of times if they do not understand something I will go down a level to fill 

in any gaps they are missing in their knowledge that they need in order to do this.  I’ve 

identified the problems without the data.   

She added her belief that she is not the only teacher who takes this approach.  She believes, in 

general, teachers at Friendship School help student learn on a daily basis without consulting 

MAP data or KCE data: 

I think every teacher here uses what they learn about students to improve their teaching.  

If students don’t understand something, you have to think about whatever you can do to 

get them to understanding.  You know that everyone can learn.  We do our best.  And I 
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think at our school you are seeing the scores come up because we are looking at our kids 

every day and we know who needs help and we are helping them.   

 Teachers’ efficacy beliefs also related to their own behavior in the classroom.  Macy 

Green explained, “Many of us are at the point where we could retire, but we choose not to.  We 

are given the freedom to do what we think is best here.  We are very open minded about trying 

what we think is going to make children successful.”   

 Becky Halloran provided insight into how efficacy merges with data use, “The MAP data 

usually mirrors what we think.  And if somebody (a student) really did horribly, then we talk 

with the kid and ask them what they think went wrong and what we could do differently and we 

counsel them.”  

Max Charter also speaks to both efficacy and data use:    

Data adds more information to help me put together a puzzle of each student.  I can look 

to see are they making gains, what do I need to do to move them closer to be fitting in?  

And it reinforces if I’m moving them in the right direction.  But I think that it is only one 

piece of it because I think my day to day observations on how they are handling things 

also fits together.  I don’t weigh it more than something else.  I just say here is extra 

information to help me make a good instructional decision.   

Collective Efficacy 

 Collective teacher efficacy is the perception of teachers in a school that the efforts of the 

faculty as a whole will have a positive effect on students.  This group of teachers was willing to 

do whatever it took to make sure the students in their charge were learning on a daily basis.  
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They met the students where they were at, using data as a guide, but also using their own gut 

instinct based on years of teaching experience.   

 Becky Halloran pointed out that the teaching staff as a whole did not let outside factors 

such as parent engagement influence their expectation of student learning.  In this way, the 

teachers were resolute in providing students with the best education they were able to provide so 

that the students would perform well academically.  Halloran described their collective efficacy 

beliefs: 

But you know in my way of thinking I think it has to do with the fact that we don’t take 

excuses.  We are here to learn.  We have a very unified staff and we have certain things 

that we will not tolerate.  I think it is very important to have high expectations.  We have 

high expectations for everyone.  So we are very businesslike when it comes to the process 

of learning and I think that has something to do with our success.   

 Max Charter understood the impact effective teaching had on students’ learning not only 

in the moment but also over time.  He maintained the staff works diligently to scaffold 

instruction so that students have the proper foundation for future learning:   

With this staff at this school, I have a sense that if the students are struggling with 

something in math, for example, they are going to go back and say, “Okay, let’s find 

another way to approach this and to give a little more practice in this before we go on to 

the next skill.  Because if they don’t get this, they will not get the next skill.  They see 

those kids who are struggling and they ask, “What can I do to boost them up?”  Instead of, 

“The train is just going to keep going down the track.”  It’s, “What can I do to make sure 

that everyone is getting there?” 
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Macy Green confided that the collective efficacy of teachers at Friendship School set them apart 

from teachers at other schools in the district.  She shared a compelling example of a student who 

transferred with significant academic delays, the result of inattention from other district teachers:    

We believe in the same thing at this school and that is children.  I have an example.  A 

student transferred here in January from another school in the district.  It’s the middle of 

second grade and he can’t read, write or do math.  And I looked in the folder and he had 

veteran teachers.  Why?  Why?  Why didn’t they help him?  Now we are meeting his 

needs and he is having success.  It is because we believe all children can learn and we 

need to do something about it.  That is what makes us as a staff work.   

Juan Martinez believed teachers’ efficacy became the celebrated culture of Friendship School:    

I would say all of the teachers here hold themselves responsible for improving instruction 

to meet the learning and assessment goals.  I don’t think there is a teacher in the building 

that wouldn’t feel responsible for that.  At every grade level we communicate very well 

with each other.  It’s the culture here.   

Third-Party Consultant’s Use of Data 

This section addresses research question #4, “How do other stakeholders use data for 

decision-making?”  

Prior to meeting with staff, Principal Gateway and Dr. Skepansky reviewed formative 

data including MAP data from the fall, winter and spring terms as well as classroom work 

samples.  These data helped identify ongoing areas of strength and difficulty areas so that 

professional development programs would be relevant to teachers’ needs.  Mr. Gateway and the 
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consultant also reviewed the state standardized test scores as summative data.  The state test 

results provided them with an overall understanding of student achievement levels at grade levels.   

Using these data, Dr. Skepansky developed a rough draft of professional development 

activities to use during in-service days, faculty meetings and grade level meetings.  As 

mentioned earlier, Principal Gateway relinquished his role in providing staff development to Dr. 

Skepansky.  I discuss each of the activities Dr. Skepansky initiated with staff in the following 

paragraphs.  The general focus of his professional development was on collaborating with 

teachers to meet expectations identified in the SIP.   

Fall In-service Day 

Dr. Skepansky and the data team selected a topic for the first professional development 

activity of the academic year.  He noted the data team’s observation that “constructed response” 

was an area on the state test in which a majority of students demonstrated difficulty.  Students 

either left the test item blank and received a score of zero or wrote insufficient or incorrect 

responses that earned low scores.  Jane D’Acquisto, a member of the data team, explained:   

We were having a lot of struggles on the state test on the math where they had to 

write and explain.  We had a number of kids who just skipped the question 

because they just did not know what to do.  That is something school wide and so 

that has been a focus this year with Dr. Skepansky.  He worked with us on this 

because this was a weak spot for our school. 

Dr. Skepansky designed an activity to be implemented at the fall in-service.  He used 

three main components of the ATLAS protocol from the National School Reform Faculty to 
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guide his discussion with staff.  It included having two teachers bring work to the early release 

meeting to model the process of having colleagues look at student work.  Overall, the ATLAS 

protocol supports the progression of looking at student work, taking the student’s perspective, 

and identifying what actions the teacher might take. 

Dr. Skepansky thought looking at student work would create genuine interest and 

conversation while introducing teachers to the process of learning from the student work.  He 

also expected that they would gain confidence through the experience of working as co-learners 

or co-generators of useful ideas.   

He arranged teachers into cross-grade collaborative teams and assigned each a data team 

member to serve as facilitator.  First, facilitators asked teachers to take turns describing what 

they saw in the students’ work.  Dr. Skepansky recommended ground rules to shape the 

conversations in a way that avoided jumping to evaluations or judgments.  For example, he 

wanted to elicit comments like “I see three paragraphs” instead of “I see a poorly written essay 

with an attempt to create three paragraphs.” Facilitators were trained to prompt teachers with, 

“What else did you see?” to ensure that the students’ work was well-examined.   

 Second, facilitators asked, “What do you think the student was working on?” Thoughtful 

responses involved interpreting the student work from the learner’s perspective.  The teachers 

who supplied the work samples listened and took notes about these insights.   

Finally, the facilitators asked about implications for classroom practice.  They asked 

questions such as, “What steps could the teacher take next with these students?,” “What teaching 

strategies are needed?” and “What else would you like to see in this students work?”  
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 Dr. Skepansky believed his professional development was beneficial to the teachers as 

well as to the students.  He said, “We may have to do a little work on familiarizing them with 

constructed response.  They may not have experienced that kind of question before and so they 

leave it blank.  So if you familiarize them with how to respond, they will better know when they 

encounter it on the state test.”  

Faculty Meetings  

Dr. Skepansky’s goal during faculty meetings was to facilitate a process in which staff 

would reflect upon and take responsibility for their teaching, consider how they might change it, 

and then talk about actions taken.  He believed that if this process was followed, AYP goals 

would be met.  “We don’t have to totally teach to the test if we are helping more students 

become more successful in learning how they learn.”  

He communicated to staff his expectation that some of their strategies would not yield 

desired results.  That would be OK.  There would be no judgment or criticism involved in the 

process; striving to improve was better that stagnating.  He said, “If we are creating a climate 

where I can learn from my failures, if we don’t take risks or try something different, we are just 

going to keep spinning the wheels, staying where we are and we will get the same old results.  It 

is about creating a climate of trust and collegiality.”   

The staff asked Dr. Skepansky to continue professional development work on constructed 

response answers on the state standardized test.  To facilitate a staff meeting on writing 

constructed response answers, he asked each teacher to bring an assignment and samples of 

student work to the faculty meeting.  Essentially, teachers examined students’ constructed 
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responses by grade level.  They discussed why students may have responded to the task in the 

way that they did.  Finally, they looked at where the students became confused and how a 

teacher could modify instruction for improved results.   

This staff meeting resulted in improved communication among staff about writing 

expectations.  Sue Blenker said,  

With Dr. Skepansky we worked on writing expectations.  A grade level brought their 

writing to the next grade level and we looked at what their expectations were.  The 

teachers brought what they thought was a good example, an average example and a poor 

example.  I liked it.  I thought it was valuable. 

Monthly Grade Level Meetings   

The final forum in which Dr. Skepansky provided professional development to staff was 

the monthly grade level meetings.  During my interview with him, he said he decided to meet 

with grade levels after hearing teacher concerns that some of their issues were not being 

addressed during the other professional development times.  He met with staff monthly to 

address specific students’ academic needs.  Together they used data from the MAP and the state 

standardized test to tailor their agendas. 

The meetings followed a protocol that guided teachers toward a better understanding of 

their work and student achievement.  The protocol included asking these questions:   
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 What important tasks can’t my students accomplish? 

 Why can’t my students accomplish these tasks? 

 What does the student work tell me?  

 What evidence do I have of students’ understanding or lack of understanding? 

 What have I done in the past to address this issue? 

 How can we help my students accomplish this task? 

Teachers regarded the protocol as unique and effective.  Said Macy Green,  

In a meeting with Dr. Skepansky we are going to have to tell what we did to help a 

 student improve by looking at their data, what we saw, and what intervention we did so 

 they could improve.  This is the first year that we have had to do that in my 20 years of 

 teaching.   

This was confirmed by Mark Hammer, who added,  

We have had different examples of work and what we are looking for and with Dr. 

 Skepansky we have worked with him quite a bit on what we have done and how we are 

 doing it, what we see, where we can go.   

Dr. Skepansky said that staff members were able to exchange substantive ideas about 

their own teaching as opposed to having conversations that did not reflect as much depth about 

their teaching practice.  “I was trying to create more opportunities for them to share more 

teaching things of substance.  We don’t need to bring in the world expert on long division.  Some 

of us right here might be able to look at it more successfully.”  
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This effort paid off.  Gina Kohler said, 

Division and division with remainders has nearly driven us nuts this year.  And 

one day I was in the hallway and I asked for help.  And this person gave me a 

multiplication chart.  And so I tried it and it worked with my low kids.  So now 

we say, what do you do for this? Do you have a good idea? 

Consultancy Dilemmas 

 Additionally, grade level groups sometimes met with Dr. Skepansky for a 

“consultancy dilemma.” A consultancy dilemma provided teachers an opportunity to 

share a problem or concern they were having related to their classroom practice.  

Consultancies gave teachers an opportunity to ask for the expertise of the group for 

experienced-based responses to the dilemma(s).  The presenter begins by giving an 

overview of the dilemma with which s/he is struggling and frames a question for the 

group to consider.  These steps comprised the full protocol. 

 The group asks clarifying questions of the presenter. 

 The group asks probing question of the presenter.  The questions are worded to help the 

presenter clarify and expand his/her thinking about the dilemma. 

 The group talks with one another about the dilemma presented 

 What did we hear? 

 What did we not hear that might be relevant? 

 What assumptions seem to be operating? 

 What questions does the dilemma raise for us? 
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 What do we think about the dilemma? 

 What might we do or try if faced with a similar dilemma? 

 The presenter reflects on what s/he heard and on what s/he is not thinking, sharing with 

the group anything that resonated for him or her during any part of the consultancy.  

Sticky Issues Meeting 

 When scheduling would not permit a long meeting, a 15-minute “sticky issues” protocol 

was followed to let the three grade-level teachers each present an issue.  The group asked 

clarifying questions and suggested possible solutions.  Dr. Skepansky said, “Among the people 

in the group, they will come up with something.  It may reaffirm in a new way what you have 

already been doing; it may be a new idea to try something.  This tool is rooted in the belief that 

we are often our own best resource.” He creates a trusting environment and provides the 

structure to help teachers collaborate and regard one another as resources. 

Conclusion 

This chapter presented data about how the principal, teachers, and an external consultant 

used data to provide feedback about academic achievement at the school and district level.  Both 

the district and school were in compliance with procedures established by NCLB; improvement 

plans targeted sufficient rates of student academic growth, and professional supports engaged 

teachers in instructional best practice.  While these structures and supports were designed to 

provide necessary help for schools to align practices to leverage academic outcomes, Friendship 

School was selective about their actual implementation.  Instead of following district 

expectations, they submitted the requisite plan on paper but focused on structures and supports 
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more suited to their unique needs.  For instance, through leadership by the external consultant, 

Dr. Skepansky, they focused on distributing leadership, professional learning communities, and 

lateral decision-making among staff.  With this shared leadership, they built a school climate 

where teachers listened to one another, trusted their experience and expertise, and learned by 

taking risks.  They relied more on their own experience with student assessments than more 

formal measures such as MAP and KCE as evidence of student learning which was in contrast to 

District expectations.  However, the disconnect between the district and school did not hinder 

Friendship’s use of data for decision-making, or their student achievement results.  On the 

contrary, teachers moved forward with their understanding and implementation of student 

achievement data for instructional decisions and both MAP and KCE results met growth targets.  

  



139 
 

 
 

Chapter 5:  Conclusions, Implications and Suggestions for Future Research  

This was a study of one urban elementary school within a large, Midwestern school 

district.  The purpose of the study was to identify the structures and strategies for data use among 

identified stakeholders including the principal, the teachers and an external consultant.  Because 

the school site experienced an ongoing rise in student standardized test scores amidst an 

increasingly diverse student population, the study set out to identify how the district and school 

used data to inform its decisions.  The conclusions reveal a formal system of structures and 

supports for data use at both the district and school levels.  However, teachers in this study 

preferred to use their own data to inform their decisions compared to the data they received from 

the MAP and KCE tests.  This finding has implications at both the district and federal levels as 

schools struggle to create a meaningful data-driven decision-making framework to meet federal 

accountability demands. The results of this study may inform inquiry into data-driven decision-

making by other districts and schools.     

This chapter presents the findings for each of the questions guiding this study and the 

illustration below (5.7) depticts this visually.  Following the presentation of data for each 

question, a discussion of the findings shapes the conclusions that can be drawn.  Then, the 

chapter describes the implications of these findings for practice.  The chapter closes with areas 

for future research and concluding remarks.   
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Figure 5.7:  Overview of Findings 

 

Summary of Findings 

The first finding shows two data-driven decision-making models emerged from federal 

demands for school improvement.  One model supports district initiatives and overall academic 

growth expectations while the second model is specific to the areas the school will improve.  

Both of these models draw from large-scale achievement measures including MAP and KCE 

assessments as the primary source of data for decision-making.  A key finding is they both 

overlook classroom based measures largely because these measures are ignored at the federal 

level.   

The second finding is school improvement must come from teachers within the school 

itself, not from an external mandate or policy decision.  The teachers in this study formed a 

professional learning community to share their professional experiences teaching and using data 

to guide their instructional decisions.  Two patterns of data use by the PLC’s emerged.  The first 

pattern reveals teacher’s use of classroom data and professional insight to draw their own 

conclusions about student learning and achievement, oftentimes before test data was available.  

The second pattern describes how teachers integrated MAP and KCE data into their decision-

Structures and Supports Data use by Principal 

Data use by Teachers Data use by Stakeholders 

Data Use in Schools 
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making processes.  This was done to comply with district and school expectations and teachers 

reported formal data measures matched their own conclusions.   

The third conclusion is the critical role of an instructional leader in effective school 

transformation.  Distributing the instructional leadership role effectively supported change 

related to data use for instructional decision making within this school.  Principal Gateway 

turned to Dr. Skepansky to fill the role of instructional leader.  Dr. Skepansky modeled trusting 

relationships within professional learning communities.  This helped Friendship School meet 

their bottom line- improved learning outcomes, while also strengthening teacher’s collective 

efficacy.   

The fourth finding shows the relationship between teacher performance and teacher 

efficacy. This study shows anything that helps teacher efficacy helps data use.  Encouraging 

teacher efficacy supports a data driven instructional system.  

Question 1:  What are the Structures and Strategies for Data Use? 

 Since NCLB was passed in 2001, educators have faced increased accountability for 

public school performance as shown in Table 1 (Appendix A).  The federal plan is a guiding 

framework focusing on demanding high academic standards and tightening the links between the 

standards, curricular instruction and assessments (McGill & Franzen, 2000).  The achievement 

testing movement provided a new tool by which educational problems could be studied 

systematically in terms of evidence regarding the effects produced in pupils.  States responded 

independently to federal demands by establishing summative assessments given once yearly to 

students as a measure of academic growth.  Unfortunately, untimely results from these point-in-
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time assessments led to what Anderson, et al., (2010) call single loop learning.  Districts and 

schools minimally used the results from these assessments to inform classroom practice.   

 For student achievement data to be more useful for decision making, districts struggled to 

reconcile the demands of NCLB accountability policies and systems with traditional school 

practices and cultures of data use (Newman, et al., 1997; Halverson, et al., 2005).  Effective data 

use today involves understanding the practices and cultures of a school and reshaping them as 

needed in response to data within the context of high stakes accountability (Halverson, et al., 

2005).   

 A model for systemic data-driven decision-making ideally would organize a coherent set 

of organizational functions so that student information can be readily accessed and interpreted by 

stakeholders.  This study shows two data-driven decision-making models emerged as a result of 

federal accountability demands.  Behind these different models are differing perspectives about 

the kind of data that is most useful in driving student achievement results in accountability 

systems.     

 In this study, Central Unified School District responded to federal reform efforts by 

creating and promoting structures and strategies for schools in the use of data for decision 

making at the school and classroom levels.  As illustrated in the following figure, the primary 

structure was the Number One Vision which established structures and supports to link federal 

and district expectations for student learning in reading, writing and arithmetic.    

To make the Number One Vision a reality, district officials developed the District 

Improvement Plan (DIP) which identified strategies and supports to help school sites achieve the 

expected rate of academic growth to meet NCLB expectations.  The DIP connected the district’s 
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internal accountability system with the state’s external accountability system, which is aligned 

with NCLB goals.   

 The DIP was made actionable through the Teaching and Learning Framework.  Two key 

strategies were presented in this framework to help teachers advance student performance:  

differentiated instruction and Understanding by Design.  The district followed up with four 

supports to help staff develop this awareness:  Training, coaching, data support and 

accountability visits.    

 At the school level, structures for decision making included professional learning 

communities, the Data Team and the School Improvement Plan (SIP).  The SIP also identified 

supports for decision-making at the school level.  These supports include Understanding by 

Design, the use of data cards, and coaching through an outside consultant.   

The following figure summarizes the district’s Number One Vision:  

  

Figure 5.6:  Number One Vision 
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NCLB fails to provide prescribed structures and supports as districts strive to reach 

annual accountability goals.  This could be seen as both a benefit and a detriment.  The lack of 

structure at the federal level enables capable school districts to exert meaningful autonomy 

within the federal accountability demands.  In this study, the district accountability framework 

illustrated above merged the federal accountability system with the district’s aggregate data for 

student achievement levels.  The resulting district framework was tailored broadly to student 

achievement and included the supports the district identified to help all schools improve.   

 On the other hand, in creating the district improvement plan, district officials, hamstrung 

by pressures to boost achievement scores to minimum proficiency levels, identified only how to 

help schools struggling to meet AYP expectations.  Moreover, the district incorporated only data 

from formal formative and summative assessments such as MAP and KCE.  This was at the 

expense of teacher’s day to day knowledge and expertise about student performance levels.  The 

district failed to differentiate its support to meet the needs of successful schools such as 

Friendship Elementary.  This coupled with loose monitoring through few, if any, accountability 

visits, provided Principal Gateway room to choose the extent to which he would implement 

elements of the DIP.  Lack of follow-through by district officials gave him silent permission to 

make these decisions and also placed the school in the default position of being loosely tied to 

district supports.  Without the benefit of district safeguards, the school was vulnerable to failure.  

Or, one might argue open to developing localized innovative practices.   

 Principal Gateway was in a unique position within a district facing sanctions under 

NCLB.  He was standing on Friendship School’s very strong shoulders of successful student 

achievement scores that stretched back several years, to the onset of testing under NCLB.  This 
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afforded him latitude to cultivate localized, innovative practices.  Gateway simply pointed to the 

school’s proven track record of success.  Principal Gateway alluded to this when he spoke of 

district monitoring,  

Because we are not one of the SIFI’s and in fact are one of the success stories, I think 

they are going to lay off.  Plus, I think they would know I would tell them, “No, no, no.  

Don’t tell me what I need to do.  I know what I need to do and I’m doing it based off of 

that.” 

Principal Gateway was able to leverage this autonomy to meet the needs of his teachers so that 

the emerging data driven instructional model shown in the figure below is best suited the needs 

of his teachers and the culture of the school.  The end result was a successful yet unique 

adaptation of the DIP.   

 

 Figure 5.7:  District Improvement Plan and School Improvement Plan 
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 One example involves the Teaching and Learning Framework.  Central Unified presented 

principals with a minimal goal concerning the Teaching and Learning Framework by simply 

making staff aware that the framework existed.  However, Principal Gateway embraced the 

framework in its entirety.  He went beyond basic district requirements to include foci on 

differentiated instruction implementation in the classroom and backward-mapping lesson 

planning using multiple data points as part of daily teaching for understanding.  He reported 

strong achievement results from this decision.   

 Another example is District to School coherence in goal setting:  The School 

Improvement Plan, data retreat model and the role of the school consultant.  In each of these 

examples, Principal Gateway shaped District expectations to meet the needs of Friendship 

Elementary School.  The result was improved student learning and support for the long held 

school culture of high expectations.   

 The principal’s SIP for Friendship Elementary might be considered more ambitious than 

the DIP.  The DIP targeted a higher rate of growth for traditionally underserved students 

including minority groups and students from impoverished backgrounds.  On paper, Principal 

Gateway complied with district design and set lower targets than those the school actually was 

committed to achieving.  He identified growth for 3% of white students and 6% of underserved 

in targeted areas of reading and math on the state assessment.  However, during my interview 

with him, he shared that his building level expectation reached beyond district goals.  He and his 

teachers preferred to not differentiate among subgroups of students by insisting that what was 

best for the lowest performing group would be best for all students.   
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Additionally, the principal broke away from the district by creating his own data retreat 

so that he could provide his staff with what they needed to write their school plan.  He believed 

the professional development offered by Sue Nelson would duplicate what his staff already knew 

about using data to formulate goals.  His approach allowed him to coach his staff on issues 

unique to Friendship School.   

 Finally, the school’s pattern of success allowed the principal the latitude and autonomy to 

forego close district monitoring of DIP implementation.  Principal Gateway chose to work with a 

consultant as he identified targets for educational improvement.  And then, he was able to cede 

power in a way that fit the consultant’s skills and his own needs.  As mentioned earlier, Principal 

Gateway delegated the role of instructional leadership to Dr. Skepansky.  In taking on this role, 

Dr. Skepansky became the point person who tied together the knowledge, beliefs, and 

experiences of the staff so that SIP expectations would translate into classroom practice without 

excluding the rich data stemming from teachers’ knowledge and expertise about the daily 

learning happening within the classrooms.   

Discussion 

 This study shows different data-driven decision-making models emerged as a result of 

federal policy.  There were distinct differences between data-driven decision-making models at 

the federal and local levels.  The federal government measured progress toward AYP 

expectations through summative data obtained once yearly through a standardized test.  The 

district followed this lead by outlining growth measured through standardized means while also 

providing formative measures through MAP testing throughout the school year to help teachers 

and school leaders meet federal and district academic achievement expectations.  However, 
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taking its lead from federal policy mandates, the district excluded data from teachers’ own 

assessments and expertise in its improvement plan.  The district expected teachers to follow 

district expectations for data use in lieu of their own professional expertise.   

 Without close monitoring by district officials and with the confidence that comes from 

success, the school chartered its own course toward improved student learning outcomes as their 

use of data for decision-making evolved from DIP and SIP planning to recognize the validity of 

their own classroom assessments and professional insight.  The DIP was, at times, given a nod 

by the data team, Principal Gateway, and Dr. Skepansky; but eventually became a notion 

adhered to only in school improvement planning to meet district requirements, but not to inform 

classroom decisions.  Rather, their assessment and insight helped them charter the course more 

effectively than what district and federal guidelines mandated.   

 District officials were likely aware of this insubordination to district expectations, 

however, they were faced with monitoring the Number One Vision in nearly 31 failing schools 

with dwindling financial resources.  Friendship’s past success in meeting academic expectations 

reduced the district’s need for monitoring and support.  Teachers at Friendship School confided 

to me their hope that district officals would take notice of their insubordination because this 

would lead to closer scruitiny.  This would provide teachers a platform to share how they 

successfully implemented reforms to increase learning outcomes in the classroom.  Their hope 

was restoring the faith of district administrators in the capability of teachers as knowledgeable 

and trustworthy decision-makers. 

Similarly, the SIP over the course of the year grew less and less relevant to teachers. 

They grew empowered by shared leadership roles and decision-making opportunities resulting 
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from distributed leadership practices, lateral decision-making and professional learning 

communities.  Moving away from the formal, bound structures of the SIP and DIP was the 

natural progression that came when they reclaimed and rediscovered who they were as teachers 

and who they were becoming as leaders.   

 The teachers, under the guidance of Dr. Skepansky, developed an informal, living 

improvement plan, as opposed to a static document.  The difference can be seen in the relevance 

of staff development and coaching compared to the needs of the teachers.  For instance, simply 

knowing what needed to change did not sufficiently motivate teachers to embrace Understanding 

by Design and differentiated instruction.   Instead, it was meaningful conversation with Dr. 

Skepansky and the efficacy of one another that helped teachers make sense of the data and how 

best to respond. This included ideas and solutions that were relevant to their school and 

classroom context.  It also included affirmation of teachers’ own ability to reasonably assess 

student learning without strictly using MAP and KCE data.  Their ability to merge myriad data 

points into a data-driven instructional systen paid off at Friendship School.  Student assessment 

results improved during the year in which this study took place, exceeding NCLB and district 

growth expectations. 

  To what extent was federal policy useful to practitioners at the local level given the 

autonomy within the federal accountability demands?   This study shows a disconnect between 

the district and school improvement models even though both were designed to meet federal 

accountability demands.  Even more telling, there was a disconnect between the school 

improvement plan and teacher’s response to the plan.  For instance, teachers said they did not 

rely on assessment data from MAP and KCE because they already knew student achievement 

levels simply from working with students every day. This demonstrates that federal policy and 
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even district policy provided limited value to practitioners at the local level. It underscores the 

need for local decision makers, particularly teachers, to have a voice in larger policy decisions, 

namely to reclaim the notion that teachers need a voice in the decision-making process.   And, it 

suggests looming difficulties for districts that will be faced with integrating Common Core 

Standards and the Balanced Assessment System into daily classroom instruction in the near 

future.  This will be discussed in the Implications section of this paper.   

 Question #2:  What is the Role of the Principal and the Consultant in the Use of Data for 

Decision-Making? 

 The second question in this study was the role of the principal in the use of data for 

informed decision-making.  Research identifies the actions of the principal have a profound 

effect on student learning.  A shift in the role of principal from building manager to instructional 

leader offers avenues for the principal to establish learning as a job priority.  However, the 

results from this study show the power of distributed leadership for instructional improvement.  

For that reason, in this section I have combined questions addressing the roles of principal and 

consultant in the use of data for decision making.   

 Historically, principals have used data to identify problems; more elusive is how 

principals use data to solve problems.  Research (Knapp, Copland, & Swinnerton, 2005) shows 

schools benefit when principals invite others to the decision-making table, particularly when it 

involves developing a shared vision for a program or support.  Principal Gateway distributed the 

role of data management and problem solving across various actors in the building, including the 

data team and, to a great extent, Dr. Skepansky, the consultant.  Yet, Principal Gateway did not 

cede his power entirely; rather, he remained apprised of the process while letting others become 
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more involved in the work.  For example, Principal Gateway acquired data from the state test and 

MAP assessments and used this information to remain informed of building progress toward SIP 

and DIP goals.  He communicated to staff pertinent test results from both the KCE and MAP 

assessments so they could include them when they made instructional decisions.  He shared 

decision-making power with the data team to assist and support his writing the SIP plan, and also 

to reflect and report to staff data results throughout the school year.  He further distributed 

leadership by assigning to Dr. Skepansky the role of using data for instructional leadership.  In 

distributing the role of data manager and problem solver across various stakeholders, Principal 

Gateway succeeded in engaging the knowledge, skills, and dispositions of many to serve as 

conduits for sense making related to data use among teachers.  He also sent a clear message that 

he was serious about implementing this change.  

From Consultant to Mentor 

 The call for principals to include instructional leadership in their list of job 

responsibilities is relatively new (Maxwell, 2010; Goldring & Berends, 2009).  It makes good 

sense for a district to engage building leaders in designing clear instructional vision and 

expectations at their building site.  After all, the principal is arguably the most knowledgeable 

about the variety of factors contributing to student learning within their building.  And, the 

principal is in a position of decision-making authority to enact necessary changes, if needed.  In 

Central Unified School District the need for instructional leadership was clear; student 

achievement rates were stagnant in the vast majority of district schools at all levels:  Elementary, 

middle and high schools.  Despite this compelling reason for skilled instructional leadership at 

building sites, the district provided neither formal training nor direct, ongoing formalized 
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coaching for principals to learn this new role.  In this study, the consultant, Dr. Skepansky was 

was randomly assigned to Friendship school for a limited term.  As luck would have it, his 

primary skills included instructional leadership and managing complex change.  It was a chance 

happening that his skill set matched Friendship’s greatest need.   

Adult learning theory supports a mentor/mentee relationship for principals who are 

learning new facets of their complex role.  School leaders need ongoing support and coaching 

from experts, just as teaching staff does (Vitcov & Bloom, 2010).  Shoulder to shoulder time 

with an expert provides the principal an opportunity to directly observe the change process and 

opportunity for reflection with an expert.  This takes place all with limited exposure for the 

principal to the risk of failure or setbacks.    

  Principal Gateway shared his role as instructional leader with Dr. Skepansky in part 

because Gateway believed there would be conflicting interests between his role as an 

instructional coach and his role as a building supervisor.  While this is a reasonable explanation 

backed by data from the study, there are other explanations that surfaced during the study as well.   

Principal Gateway was keely aware of his strengths and limitations as a leader with three 

years experience as a principal.  He recognized the challenges leading complex, messy 

transformational change with a staff of highly qualified, tenured teachers would pose.  To 

Principal Gateway’s credit, his decision to allocate a portion of that responsibility to a highly 

qualified, seasoned expert was a responsible decision.   

The benefit of forming a mentor relationship with Dr. Skepansky was evident in the data. 

Dr. Skepansky trained Gateway while working with teachers to implement the necessary 
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structures and supports for the teacher’s emerging data inquiry model. Neither teachers nor the 

principal complained of setbacks or problems with this approach.   

Friendship School’s Data Inquiry Model  

Two distinct processes related to the use of data for decision making emerged in this 

study.  First is the process of acquiring and identifying relevant, timely data. The second is the 

process of making meaning from the numbers.  This study shows that acquiring data and making 

sense of data are two separate things.  Sense making requires ways of seeing data within its 

context to draw relevant conclusions. While Principal Gateway acquired data, Dr. Skepansky 

helped Principal Gateway and the staff, once they had the data, to learn how to let it inform their 

decisions and opinions.  The following table (5.2) illustrates how he built staff’s capacity for 

sense making by offering time and sustained support in these ways:  

Theme Structure or Support 

Organizing data management Faculty meetings and data cards 

Developing analytical capacity Tools and protocols 

 Focusing on process for planned data use Monthly meetings, teacher collaboration 

Strategically applying information and 

results 

PLC’s, classroom decision-making 

Transforming data into knowledge Data cards 

Table 5.2:  Sense Making at School Level 

 Dr. Skepansky built a data-driven model of inquiry that bridged teachers’ use of their 

own professional insight and expertise about student learning along with traditional assessments, 
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reflection, and action so that data were integrated into each phase of the decision-making process.  

He led them to see that effective data use allows educators to better manage instructional time, 

provide additional instruction for struggling students, gauge the instructional effectiveness of 

lessons, and refine instructional methods ultimately for improved learning outcomes.   

 In Friendship’s data inquiry model, assessments included not only teacher insight and 

expertise, but also classroom assessments, MAP assessments, and, to a lesser extent, state 

assessments including the ACCESS test for English Language Learners and the state 

standardized test.  Teacher reflection included work done through PLCs, the data team, and 

collaborative meetings where staff discussed how to best tackle the issues. Action took shape in 

the classroom as re-teaching, moving on, differentiating instruction, and providing 

supplementary skills.  Monitoring results included developing a system to collect and record data 

following assessments such as the data cards.  This is followed by teachers’ reflections when 

they evaluated the extent to which desired results were achieved.   

 The school culture accepted this merged use of data and grew in their application of data-

driven decision-making to support classroom learning objectives.  They began to see the use of 

several kinds of assessments as part of a meaningful feedback system to inform classroom 

decisions and school planning. Dr. Skepansky helped them identify key elements to bring 

together to form an effective base for decision making.   

Discussion 

 One key feature of this research has been uncovering the work of the teachers, principal, 

and others in the development and implementation of a data-driven instructional system.  Elmore 

(Wayman, 2005; Murnane, Sharkey & Boudett, 2005) argues that local schools lack the capacity 
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to fundamentally change organizational practices.  In this study, Principal Gateway learned from 

Dr. Skepansky who became his mentor over the course of the school year.  Dr. Skepansky was 

the primary leader of the school’s efforts to design a data-driven instructional system.  

 In his mentoring and coaching roles, Dr. Skepansky helped facilitate the formation of a 

professional learning community with staff in order to turn curriculum and multiple forms of 

assessment into useful tools for data driven decision making.  The relationship Dr. Skepansky 

created with staffwas in his words, “absent of guilt, blame, and shame, which has so often 

typified schools.”  He understood change as a human process built first from a relationship of 

trust, security and acceptance.   

  At the beginning of the study, the staff’s collective efficacy positioned teachers as 

knowers and believers that all students could succeed academically.  Nevertheless, teachers did 

not systematically use all data types in their decision-making processes to guide student 

achievement, nor did they look deeply at the data they used.  This is typical of a single-loop 

learning cycle (Ikemoto & Marsh, 2007).  For example, at times they traded data reports to 

follow their own gut instinct about how best to meet student needs.  At other times and rightly 

so, they chose not to use data because they perceived their own informal data and perceptions 

about students were more accurate than a formative assessment like the MAP test.  Nevertheless, 

the federal push to employ a more formal data-driven process is not going away.  A process to 

integrate the two was needed.  How to go about helping teachers diligently use formative and 

summative data was clear in the mind of Dr. Skepansky.  He maintained, “You can’t order 

people to change.  That’s not how the brain works.”  He believed change occurs among other 

people in communities of practitioners.  These professional learning communities make change 

seem believable, more so than individual teachers working in isolation from one another.   
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 Dr. Skepansky tied together his understanding of the school context and the way teachers 

work to conclude individual teachers were skeptical about their ability to change by themselves, 

but as a group they would create belief.  “There is something really powerful about groups and 

shared experiences,” he said.  This belief became the heart of Friendship School’s change toward 

using data for decision-making.   

By attending to the culture and norms teachers had created around data use, Dr. 

Skepansky moved the staff from single to double-loop learning by helping them consider the 

assumptions behind some of their teaching practices including the assmptions behind their 

beliefs about data use.  This included strengthening their own knowledge about student learning 

stemming from classroom observations and assessments.  Teachers did not filter out or deny 

evidence of learning and achievement that fell outside of the parameters of evidence-based 

decision-making.   

He co-created alongside teachers a data inquiry model that merged their own use of 

classroom data with MAP and KCE data. The inquiry model over the course of the school year 

became increasingly integrated into the way the teachers routinely used data for decision making.    

The following figure (5.6) illustrates the data inquiry model.  In this model, the areas filled in 

with dots illustrate external accountability systems, while the areas filled in with diagonal lines 

illustrate internal accountability systems.   

 

 

 



157 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.8: Data Inquiry Model 

Dr. Skepansky focused on creating professional learning communities around the use of 

data within the school and the classroom.  He significantly reduced the “egg carton” conundrum 

(Lortie, 1975) by laying the foundation for teachers to share their authentic experiences trying 

out new strategies.  Moreover, Dr. Skepansky raised questions about existing teacher behavior 

and encouraged teachers to construct ways to integrate the use of student data into classroom 

practices.  This included providing structures such as time for teachers to work with one another 

as a whole staff and in small groups, tools for teachers to use in reflection about their practice 

and coaching to help them put all of the pieces together.  He was successful in part because of 

the supports he provided including a climate of respect and risk-taking and the readiness of the 

staff to move forward with reform efforts.   

 The instructional changes toward data use were sustainable for two reasons.  First, Dr. 

Skepansky organized changes as small wins.  Teachers were given opportunities to talk about 

their experiences with one another, particularly in front of the group during faculty meetings.  

Teachers took notice of successes and made changes to their routines that set in motion more 

small wins.  These small wins grew to patterns of successes that convinced teachers even bigger 
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achievements were within reach.  This fueled deep, systemic changes in the way Friendship 

School used data for decision making.  

 Second, Dr. Skepansky started the change process by building a foundation of trust.  

Trust is important in the school setting because teaching is a practice based largely on the 

interactions among people.   "Trust," Tschannen-Moran writes, "is one's willingness to be 

vulnerable to another based on the confidence that the other is benevolent, honest, open, 

reliable, and competent." All five of these traits were present in the professional learning 

community Dr. Skepansky forged with the principal and teachers.  In fact, the data showed that 

forming a PLC centered on trust helped the school fulful the Number One Vision, to help all 

students succeed.  Through their work in a PLC, teachers expanded their own circles of trust.  As 

relationships grew, more ideas were exchanged and classroom instruction around data use 

evolved.   Trust became woven into their fabric of collective efficacy; their belief that they had 

the capacity to help students regardless of whichever challenging circumstance manifested. 

Trust, therefore, impacted Friendship school in their bottom line; it made a difference in student 

achievement.   

Question #3:  What are the Teachers’ Roles in the Use of Data for Decision-Making? 

 Humble beginnings can lead to great innovations.  Teachers in this study constructed 

data-informed instructional system that was meaningful to their daily teaching practice.  The 

result of its implementation was measureable improved student performance, which, in turn, both 

complemented and motivated teachers to continue trying out new ways to integrate data into 

their instructional design.  As teachers found success using the data driven instructional system, 

the positive results contributed to and supported their “can do” belief system.  We can conclude 

from this study that nurturing teacher efficacy strengthens the development and implementation 
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of a data driven instructional system in three ways:  1) Belief in their own ability to reach all 

learners, 2) belief in the staff’s ability to reach all learners, and 3) belief in accountability as a 

supportive mechanism.  

 The systematic delivery and monitoring of instruction and data enhanced teachers’ belief 

in their own ability to reach all learners.  Dialogue with one another at staff meetings and grade 

level meetings supported the group’s belief in their ability to provide a high standard of learning 

for students.  Held up by this certainty in belief, teachers’ evaluated formative student 

achievement results by answering three questions:  How am I doing?  How are we doing?  And, 

how are they doing? The answers to these questions fueled their data-informed decisions.  

 Through work with Dr. Skepansky and the data team, teachers developed a web of 

supports and strategies to help struggling learners:  Classroom interventions, instruction from 

learning specialists, dialogue with colleagues, and stop-gap measures to ensure adequate student 

care and overall well-being.  Teachers routinely checked and rechecked student data after 

interventions were put into place to discern the effect of their interventions on student learning.  

At each juncture, teachers were affirmed by positive student learning outcomes measured by 

data, or, if growth was not immediately evident, by the knowledge that the school would offer 

appropriate, customized learning so that measureable growth would take place. 

  Second, performance improvement contributed to the development of teacher efficacy 

among the staff.  As outlined in the DIP and SIP, teachers in this study implemented two new 

approaches to instruction:  Differentiated instruction and Understanding by Design.  They also 

tried out data cards as a way to track student performance on MAP tests.  Teachers relied on the 

support of their professional learning community and the data team to help them integrate these 
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new approaches into daily classroom routines.   Growth shown by multiple data points affirmed 

their efforts.  Moreover, teachers experienced success in the classroom when they were able to 

provide students with meaningful work at or just above their instructional level.  Teachers were 

directly able to correlate student success with their own efforts to develop rigorous lessons and 

relevant instruction using UbD and differentiated instruction.   

 Third, accountability further assists with the development of efficacy.  The two internal 

accountability frameworks, the SIP and DIP, established the expectation for student achievement 

so that the school and district would meet NCLB external accountability demands.  These clear 

performance expectations strengthened the relationship between schooling, teaching and learning 

(Meyer & Rowan, 1975; Weick, 1976) in three ways.  First, teachers linked internal and external 

accountability systems by engaging in crucial conversations about the use of student data to 

inform classroom instruction.  Second, they examined assumptions about student learning and 

effective instruction.  Third, they grew in community with one another, reducing teacher 

isolation, as they shared feedback, instructional strategies, and relevant lesson ideas to improve 

student learning outcomes.  Accountability sparked a necessary process for meeting the desired 

expectations of the internal and external accountability systems.  Along the way, teachers grew 

in their understanding of teaching and learning.  

Discussion 

 Encouraging teacher efficacy supports lasting changes in school structures and supports 

for data-driven decision making.  The challenge for Friendship school was to transform the sense 

of isolation, the “egg carton” dilemma, into connectedness and caring for the whole.  While the 

DIP and SIP outlined what needed to happen, these two plans also organized school 
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improvement into silos.  Each piece of the plan identified a purpose, but failed to identify a 

coherent framework.    Dr. Skepansky recognized the primary work to move the school forward 

was to overcome parallel efforts more than it was to comply with NCLB and district growth 

targets.  Merging structures and supports into a coherent data-driven decision-making system 

would move the school forward toward continued professional growth, and also support 

achievement scores. 

 In this study, Dr. Skepansky served as a conduit between teachers and an improved 

instructional system that used data for decision making. Dr. Skepansky identified that structures 

and supports within the DIP and SIP engaged teacher efficacy by shifting responsibility for 

student learning toward teachers.  Teachers were the most important resource within the 

accountability framework.  Therefore, Dr. Skepanksy empowered teachers to realize that 

changing the system would happen as a result of their efforts in the classroom.  In professional 

learning communities, staff developed a common vision for how multiple data points would be 

used in the classroom.  For instance, teachers shared personal experiences and visions of what 

they wanted a data-driven accountability system to look like.  He helped teachers sort through 

their perspectives about assessment, instruction and curriculum.  He gave them process-centered 

tools and created forums for them to gather and discuss new information.  In this way, they 

shared a growing sense of ownership as they worked with Dr. Skepansky throughout the year to 

learn approaches for the use of data in decision making.   

 Systems are capable of producing services, but not care.  Staff at Friendship School came 

together to solve problems for themselves.  Teachers discovered their own power to act without 
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waiting for district officials or a plan on paper.  As a result, students were well served and cared 

for.  Service and care fundamentally changed the learning outcomes for students.   

 In the following paragraphs, I will present three implications for practice.  They focus on:  

1) The kind of data that is most useful in driving results, 2) best practices for linking internal and 

external accountability systems, and 3) the role of an instructional leader.  The chapter will close 

with areas for future research and concluding remarks.   

 Implications for Practice 

  Because NCLB has spurred states, districts and schools to consider data-driven decisions 

to advance educational outcomes for students, the implications for practice that arise from this 

study are numerous.  In this section, three areas of potential concern for school leaders will be 

discussed: 1) the kind of data that is most useful in driving results, 2) best practices for linking 

internal and external accountability systems, and 3) the role of an instructional leader.   

Data for Results 

 Not all schools were as successful as Friendship Elementary School in transitioning to the 

systemic use of data for decision making.  In the 2012/13 school year, the Department of 

Education released 34 states from meeting the lofty achievement goals of making all students 

academically proficient in reading and math by 2014.  These waivers have put into play multiple 

versions of the original NCLB legislation.  States that have been granted a waiver need to submit 

rigorous and comprehensive plans designed to address four main areas: 1) Improve the 

educational outcomes for all students, 2) close achievement gaps, 3) increase equity, and 4) 

improve the quality of instruction (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).    
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 While the majority of states struggled and eventually failed to increase student 

performance adequately over time, another sea change was taking place, this time in the area of 

curriculum reform.  Beginning in 2013, states will launch the Common Core State Standards.  As 

its name suggests, the Common Core State Standards is a nationwide framework for what 

students in grades K-12 are expected to know and be able to do.  It will replace existing learning 

standards in most states.  For schools including Friendship, it means integrating new curriculum 

expectations and performance assessment outcomes into existing district and school frameworks.  

For districts and schools which struggled to align resources to meet NCLB expectations, this will 

present the same broad challenge.  Results from this study demonstrate districts and schools 

simply knowing what needs to change will be insufficient.  How to go about making necessary 

changes is what will continue to ail these struggling sites.    

 In response to the widespread failure of states to meet growth expectations under NCLB 

and the implementation of the Common Core State Standards, the U.S. Department of Education 

in collaboration with states nationwide has outlined expectations for the next generation of high 

quality assessments.  One key difference between these new assessments and those developed in 

response to NCLB is the use of a growth model to measure student performance over a full 

academic year.  The U.S. Department of Education website defines growth as “the change in 

student achievement for an individual student between two or more points in time,” and goes on 

to list a number of acceptable performance measures beyond the traditional computer adaptive 

test including end of course tests, performance-based assessments, student learning objectives, 

and other rigorous measures that are comparable across schools within the same district.   

 Data from this study support this national transition from a point in time standardized test 

to a formative, growth based assessment.  A formative, growth based test provided timely, 
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relevant, and specific information about student learning.  With these data, teachers developed 

instructional responses, which targeted specific areas of relative learning weaknesses.  Therefore, 

students were more likely to show academic gains in areas of relative weakness as a result of 

interventions stemming from formative, growth based assessments.  This is characteristic of rich, 

double loop learning where teacher response to data reflects a deep understanding of a student 

and the context for learning.  This study shows double loop learning facilitated positive learning 

outcomes for students.  

 Results from this study also suggest a growth model assessment contributed to the 

development and implementation of a data driven decision making framework.  In contrast to the 

value of summative tests given once yearly, the value of a growth model assessment was shown 

through teachers’ detailed understanding of which instructional areas were deficit in each 

student. Teachers were able to use the data immediately following the assessment to further 

student growth at instructionally appropriate levels.  Teachers continually monitored formative 

test results and adjusted instruction to achieve ever improving learning outcomes.   

  This research revealed the possibility that timely and meaningful assessments, coupled 

with professional development and teacher professional learning communities, could set the 

process of student achievement in motion by assisting the understanding of how students learn.  

By contrast, summative assessments provided little help to practitioners.    The implications of 

these findings stretch into the future as states consider implementing a new summative 

assessment system aligned to Common Core Standards.  According to the Smarter Balanced 

Assessment System’s website (2013), the new assessment will provide teachers timely, specific, 

relevant results about student performance in addition to support structures and tools designed to 

help students become college or career ready.  
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Best Practices for Linking Internal and External Accountability Systems 

 This study shows the best insight for linking internal and external accountability systems 

is a focus on small-scale structures and supports that happen within schools such as professional 

learning communities, data teams, and regular and meaningful meetings among staff.  Teachers 

in this study were accountable and committed to ideas they had a hand in creating.  This was true 

because they were most involved in implementing the necessary changes and, as Dr. Skepansky 

noted, had the collective wisdom to solve the problems they faced.   

 Results from this study suggest transformational school change must be driven by the 

stakeholders within the school itself.  However, what does a school do when the district, school, 

and teachers are stuck?  A plan written on paper is meaningless without a converter at the school 

level to help school staff translate the written document into action steps for classroom 

instruction.  In this case, the principal engaged an external consultant to transform the school’s 

approach to data-driven decision-making.  

 Principal Gateway demonstrated skill in devising plans like the SIP and in planning staff 

opportunities to engage with student data, for example at the data retreat.  However, he was less 

familiar with the new role of instructional leader and relied on Dr. Skepansky to serve as his 

mentor.  Dr. Skepansky provided Principal Gateway strategies to become an instructional leader. 

This study suggests that, like teachers, principals require professional development and support 

in learning how to serve as an instructional leader.  
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Role of Instructional Leader 

 In the role of instructional leader, Dr. Skepansky brought together accountability and 

possibility for school staff.  He helped them unscramble the different signals they had been given 

about school reform efforts, including when and how to make data driven decisions in the 

classroom.  He began by encouraging them to name the existing context without shame or blame.  

Then, he worked with staff to evolve their way of thinking through conversations that produced 

new ideas and shared experiences.  Lateral decision making supported distributing leadership 

across many staff members.  In shifting the staff’s focus away from a single leader as the 

“knower” and “decider,” he moved them toward shared leadership and democratic decision 

making.  Staff turned toward one another to find the answers tocomplex problems.  This 

approach moved teachers past the fragmented structures that had held the school in patterns of 

past practice, and toward more deliberate decisions, such as the school-wide decision to use of 

data for decision making.   

   With teachers at the helm, the instructional leader helped staff choose shared 

accountability for student learning within the classroom.  He supported their willingness to work 

on three broad questions, 1) How do we begin? 2) What is the process?  3) What strategies will 

be useful?  He helped them become owners and creators of meaningful data driven decision 

making to support student learning.  This shifted their focus from problems toward possibility.  

The shift in focus was made easier because teachers maintained a strong sense of efficacy.  They 

did not think the students were the problem and that someone else needed to do something 

different before things would get better.  As described earlier in this paper, strong teacher 

efficacy contributes to data driven decision making.   
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  This study shows transformative change is possible and lies within a school’s grasp.  

Necessary structures and supports include district and school improvement plans because they 

provide a blueprint of what needs to take place based on federal accountability demands and 

researched best practice.  However, this study shows more than a plan on paper is needed.  

Transformational change is most responsive to strategies that engage teachers as co-authors of 

reform including professional learning communities,  teacher efficacy, and  community building 

around improvement efforts.  In this way, institutionalized supports and genuine care work hand 

in hand to transform teaching and learning.   

    Reflection 

Looking back, the emphasis on yearly summative measures of achievement was an 

understandable consequence of human nature.  People were willing to make massive investments 

to deal with a threat that had materialized, and were less likely to invest in a problem that had yet 

to be identified.  This well intended goal carried with it unintended consequences, including the 

exclusion of the classroom teacher as a source of credible evidence about student learning.   

In this study, teachers’ daily work with students provided timely, accurate and relevant 

feedback about levels of learning, and in turn, accurately informed instructional decisions.   Yet, 

the district marginalized this knowledge in favor of the federally mandated formal assessment 

system.  This can be seen in the DIP and SIP which exclude teachers’ classroom assessments and 

expertise in favor of MAP and KCE data integration.  As a result, there was duplication of effort 

and layers of testing that yielded the same results.  In the meantime, valuable instructional time 

was lost and the expertise of teachers as data-gatherers was seemingly ignored.   
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As an urban principal myself, I understand the pressure districts face to meet federal 

accountability demands using annual achievement data from summative tests.  The quandary is 

as Elmore (2006) suggests, knowing what data to use and how to best use it.   This study shows 

the data that comes from the classroom captures the same information about student learning, 

only in an entirely different way.  This study suggests classroom data is as valid and reliable as 

formal assessment data and ought to be considered in a data-driven instructional system.   

I feel grateful for this group of teachers who chose to integrate their own knowledge 

expertise about student achievement levels with district-mandated MAP and KCE assessments.  

In the end,  both stakeholders had a voice in instructional decisions.   

Suggestions for Future Research 

    In the urban city in which this study took place, an observer cannot look around without 

seeing serious underemployment, poverty, homelessness, main thoroughfares with empty, 

deteriorating buildings, and concerns about public safety.  Robert Putnam in his book, Bowling 

Alone (2000), found that community health, educational achievement and local economic 

strength were dependent on the kind of relationships and cohesion that exist among the citizens.  

Public schools, like Friendship Elementary, mirror the communities of which they are a part.  

This research begins to highlight aspects of school structures, school culture and federal policy 

related to data-driven decision-making toward increased learning outcomes.  More research is 

needed to more fully understand the topic and the findings of this study.  Areas for future 

research include the topics listed below.   
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1.  To substantiate the findings of this study, there is a need for additional research to review the 

structures and supports for data driven decision-making among stakeholders for a longer period 

of time, not just one year.  

2.  Similarly, additional research focusing on the structures and supports for data use among 

multiple school sites may provide findings that substantiate the findings of this study.   

3.  Further research using different surveys to collect information related to school structures and 

supports may provide more detailed information about the structures and supports for data use 

which would allow for a better understanding about data-driven decision-making.   

4. Additional research that targets the action of a professional learning community over a longer 

period of time may provide information to substantiate how distributing leadership supports 

student learning outcomes.  

5.  A case study that focuses on the role of professional learning communities in transforming 

school culture may also enhance understanding of the impact teachers have on student learning 

outcomes. 

6.  A study that explores the benefit of instructional leadership provided by an external expert, 

such as the consultant in this study, versus the building principal would provide additional clarity 

to best support the implementation of this important role. 

7.  Additional cross disciplinary research focused on the early identification and prevention of 

factors leading to gaps in learning may lessen the reliance on ongoing formal assessment systems 

as the primary tool for educators to detect learning weaknesses.   
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Concluding Remarks 

 NCLB was to transform education in three main ways:  Ambitious content area standards, 

high stakes accountability measures, and demanding performance standards.  Since its inception, 

there has been ample data to show school and district performance levels.  Despite this 

awareness, states were unable to construct meaningful frameworks to help districts and 

eventually schools use student achievement data meaningfully to drive instructional decisions.  

As a result, student achievement results nationwide did not reach the projected target of all 

students proficient in reading and math by the year 2014.   

 Now, in 2013, there is evidence from the number of failing schools that 

transforming established ways of doing things was neither straightforward nor intuitive at the 

district or the school level.  Data-driven decision-making has suffered from bandwagons that 

gained momentum before there was a balanced consideration of the range of data and 

assessments available to schools and the range of viable explanations to inform data-based 

decisions.   

In the instance of using data for decision making, one conclusion is failing districts fell 

within a knowing and doing gap:  Test results were obvious, but how to use the results to enact 

meaningful reform was less clear.  For the majority of schools, good test scores are still elusive, 

despite the vast amount of money that has conscripted state of the art assessments to measure and 

improve learning.  A concerted effort to find what works in education has been in place for 

several decades, yet for most students, achievement rates have increased only modestly.   

 The original hope of teacher-led data-based inquiry is insufficient without adequate 

structures and supports at the district and school levels to influence and guide teachers.  This 
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study demonstrates initial planning and supports are identified through planning at the district 

and school levels.  However, real transformation took place when teachers accepted 

responsibility for improving learning outcomes.  With that as their primary goal, the use of data 

for decision-making became a necessary tool to aide their efforts.     

 In some ways this study is reminiscent of an age-old problem in education:  The hopes of 

research and policy for school transformation are dashed by the complexity of teaching and 

learning.  However, in this study, we learn the dream does not need to be deferred.  Just because 

the transformation is more ambiguous and complex than initially imagined does not mean it is 

without value.  Ambiguity and complexity are natural elements of transformation; the messiness 

of change is an affirmation that transformation is emerging.  It is an indicator that the right 

approach will create depth and openings for change.    
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Appendix A 

School Sanctions for No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Accountability 

Consecutive Years of Missing AYP Sanctions 

First Year  Placed on “watch list” 

 Required to develop improvement plan 

Second Year  Listed as “needs improvement” school 

 Students may attend another school 

which has met AYP at district expense 

Third Year  Listed as “needs improvement” school 

 Students may attend another school 

which has met AYP at district expense 

 Low SES students may receive 

“supplemental educational services” 

 

Fourth Year  Listed as “needs improvement” school 

 Students may attend another school 

which has met AYP at district expense 

 Low SES students may receive 

“supplemental educational services” 

 School must make a “fundamental 

change” which may include re-staffing 

or restructuring. 

Fifth Year  Listed as “needs improvement” school 

 Students may attend another school 

which has met AYP at district expense 

 Low SES students may receive 

“supplemental educational services” 

 School must convert into a charter 

school, turn management over to a 

private company or be taken over by 

the state. 
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Appendix B:  Scorecard for the Number One Vision 
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Appendix C:  District Improvement Plan (DIP) 
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Appendix D:  Interview Protocol 

 

All Interviewees:   Structures for data driven decision-making 

1. Describe the ways your school gains data about student learning. 

2. How does using data fit with other district/school initiatives or programs? 

3. Were district/school administrators or staff trained in the use of data for decision 

making?  Explain. 

4. Are there systems in place to monitor student data and how it is used?   

5.  Who helped build the systems and who helps maintain them? 

6. Which assessments does the school use? 

7.  Which assessments has the school used to improve the quality of teaching? 

8.  Which assessments has the school used to improve the quality of learning? 

9.  What kinds of teacher learning communities exist in the school? 

10. Who typically serves on these learning communities? 

11.  What kinds of teacher leadership committees exist in the school? 

12. Who typically serves on these committees? 

13. What does the committee do? 

14.  How do teachers get feedback about their teaching practice? 

15. How do they get feedback about student learning? 

 

 

All Interviewees:   Strategies used for data driven decision making 

1.  How does data use fit with your sense of good leadership? 

2. How does data use fit with your sense of good teaching? 

3. What has the use of data for decision making done for you?  Has it helped you solve 

problems? 

4. How do you implement the use of data for decision making?   

5. How was this idea introduced to others (staff or students)? 

6. How does the use of data fit with the school/district plan for student achievement? 

7. What kinds of data do you rely on to improve student learning? 

8.  How do teachers get feedback about their teaching practice? 

9. How do teachers get feedback about student learning? 

10. What practices or events guide the school community to make sense of achievement 

data? 

11. Are there established times when staff discuss student data?   

12. Does staff examine disaggregated data?  Are the disaggregated data presented at the 

student level, the classroom level and/or the school level? 

13. Are there times for teachers and staff to engage in item analysis of standardized tests? 

14. Which faculty and staff discuss data?  How are these discussions structured?   

15. What data is used to make instructional decisions? 

16. What efforts have been made to align instructional programs with learning and 

assessment goals?   

17. Who builds and maintains these structures?   
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18. Is each teacher held responsible for improving instruction to meet learning and 

assessment goals? 

19. Are there structures in place for teachers to collaboratively design instruction to meet 

learning goals? 

 

Principal Interview Protocol 

 

1.  How do you use student achievement data? 

2. Did you encounter any barriers or roadblocks in your use of student achievement 

data?  How did you resolve those issues?  What was the result? 

3. How do teachers use assessment data?  Have they always used student assessment 

data this way?   

4. Who are the staff you see as leaders in the use of data for decision making? 

5. What has been done to encourage and support the teacher’s use of data for decision 

making?   

a. Are there staff development opportunities coming up? 

b. Who participates in these professional development activities? 

 

c. Are staff given times to read and interpret student assessment data?  If so, 

when?  How much time? 

d. Has your use of achievement data been incorporated into existing initiatives? 

e. Does staff engage in activities that require them to use data for decision 

making? 

f. Does staff produce results from data interpretation, for example, lesson plans? 

6.  How have you monitored the implementation of data for decision making? 

7. Is there anything else I should know about the use of data for decision making? 

8.  Do you have any documents that would help me understand how data is used for 

decision making in your school? 

 

Teacher Interview Protocol 

1.  How do you currently use data for decision making? 

a. What do you find most effective? 

b. What do you find least effective? 

2.  What do you think of data driven decision making?  How does it fit with your sense 

of good teaching? 

3. Has the way you have used data changed over time?  If so, how? 

4. What has data driven decision making done for you?  Has it helped you identify 

and/or solve problems?   

5. How do teachers get feedback about their teaching practice? 

6. How do teachers get feedback about student performance? 

7. Have you experienced difficulties using data for decision making?   

a. How was this difficulty addressed? 

b. What were the results of this action? 

8.  Has your use of data for decision making been monitored by school administration?  

How?   



209 
 

 
 

9. How does data driven decision making fit with other district/school initiatives and 

programs?   

10. How were you introduced to data driven decision making?   

11. What have school leaders done to encourage and support teachers’ use of data for 

decision making?   

a. Are there staff development opportunities coming up? 

b. Who participates in these professional development activities? 

 

c. Is staff given time to read and interpret student assessment data?  If so, when?  

How much time? 

d. Has your use of achievement data been incorporated into existing initiatives? 

e. Does staff engage in activities that require them to use data for decision 

making? 

f. Does staff produce results from data interpretation, for example, lesson plans? 

12. Is there anything else I should know about the use of data for decision making? 

13.  Do you have any documents that would help me understand how data is used for 

decision making in your school? 

 

 

 

  



210 
 

 
 

Appendix E:  Teaching and Learning Framework 
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Appendix F:  Friendship Elementary School’s School Improvement Plan 
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Appendix G:  Data Cards 
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