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Data, well done

Six examples of data-driven decision making at work

By Priscilla Pardini

Journal of Staff Development, Winter 2000 (Vol. 21, No. 1)

Learning travels a loop

San Diego, Calif.

One way to teach teachers how to use data-based decision making in their classrooms, San Diego school officials believe, is to give them a taste of how it feels to be a student in a classroom where data-based decision making is the norm.

"It’s a matter of building a feedback loop," says Sally Bennett, program manager for accountability and research for San Diego City Schools. "You do something, then look at the outcomes, use those outcomes to modify what you do, and then look at the outcomes again. It’s true whether you’re looking at your own teaching practice or at actual student results."

San Diego’s newest teachers are using data to scrutinize their own performance through the district’s Beginning Teacher Support and Assessment pro-gram. BTSA aims to help those new to the profession examine, reflect on, and improve their teaching practice. It’s also designed to meet one of California’s six standards in the teaching profession: creating and maintaining effective environments for student learning. The program was redesigned last year to use the California Formative Assessment and Support System for Teachers – a model that bases teacher assessment on hard evidence gathered through classroom observations.

This year, 500 of the district’s experienced and most successful teachers (trained last summer as support providers) have been matched with 1,000 first- and second-year teachers. The support providers, who are released from their classrooms for eight days a year, visit new teachers and observe them teaching actual lessons. The support providers then record their observations and provide the new teachers with nonjudgmental feedback.

Key to the two-year process is how the support provider uses data. "As trainers, we tend to want to come in and solve problems with strategies we’ve used before, without any idea where a teacher’s strengths and weaknesses are," says Miriam True, a program manager who oversees BTSA. "In this case, when support providers talk with beginning teachers, they always talk about what actually happened. They take it back to the evidence." For example, a support teacher could reassure a discouraged beginning teacher, who doubts her ability to engage students, by pointing out that only two of 20 students were off-task during a particular lesson. Likewise, a support teacher might use observable data to prove to an overly confident teacher that only half of his class showed evidence of grasping the new concept he introduced that day.

"You keep going back to the evidence," True says.

The beginning teacher and support provider then work together to develop an "individual induction plan" for the beginning teacher that targets specific areas for improvement. Further observations of the beginning teacher are scheduled, and plans are made for the beginning teacher (who is released from classroom duties three days a year) to observe the support teacher as well. The two also identify other professional development opportunities – such as training courses and literacy seminars – that will help the beginning teacher reach his or her goals.

As the school year progresses, the beginning teachers select a number of students to observe – in much the way their support providers observed them. "That’s the real tie-in here," True says. "As the teachers change their own instruction, they also are looking at its impact on students." During their second year in the program, the new teachers and their support providers are trained to use student data – test data, student portfolio data, demographic data – to examine their instruction, make changes, and continually assess their impact.

True says that in addition to improving classroom instruction, she and her staff also hoped to improve teacher retention rates. Early results are heartening. In San Diego, 89.1% of new teachers are still on the job after three years, compared to 60% after three years statewide.

Bennett – who oversees San Diego’s districtwide assessment effort – applauds the way beginning teachers are being immersed in data-based decision making. Her mission: to convince all of the district’s roughly 6,900 classroom teachers to embrace the model. The effort began in 1997, when 20 low-performing schools were selected to participate in a self-study school improvement program that relied heavily on data. Bennett says it quickly became obvious that "there was not much understanding, at the school level, of data."

In an effort to change that, 85 district teachers are spending this year on special assignment as district literacy coaches. Working at 115 schools, the coaches are charged with helping teachers improve their literacy instruction. Literacy coaches train teachers to use the district’s Literacy Assessment Portfolio, which includes the results of oral reading assessments given by teachers and a log of books each student reads during the year. Also included in the portfolios are several samples of student work designed to assess how well students read for information and how well they compare, contrast, and interpret what they read. The 4th, 8th, and 10th grade writing samples are scored during the summer at a central location according to a standard rubric. Schools do their own scoring at other grade levels. Writing samples for teachers at each grade level help them zero in on exactly what skills students need to perfect in order to boost their scores.

Bennett says she believes that increasing understanding about data was at least partly responsible for dramatic improvement in student achievement at several traditionally low-achieving schools. For example, at Carson Elementary in central San Diego – a school with a large population of students with limited English proficiency – the principal helped teachers analyze a wide range of data and then change their teaching practices in response to what the data showed. Last spring, about 34% of the students tested on the ninth edition of the Stanford Achievement Test scored in the lowest quartile in reading, compared with 60% in 1997-98. 

For more information, contact

Miriam True 

Program Manager-Teacher Induction and Development 

San Diego City Schools

2441 Cardinal Lane

San Diego, CA 92123

(858) 496-1880

E-mail: mtrue@mail.sandi.net

Sally Bennett

Program Manager-Accountability and Research

San Diego City Schools

4100 Normal Street, Room 3110

San Diego, CA 92103

(619) 293-8504

E-mail: sbennet1@mail.sandi.net
 

Different grades, same lesson

Multi-age reading classes bring a laser focus

Modesto, Calif.

All the students at El Vista Elementary School in Modesto, Calif., know exactly how well they are doing in reading. "We’re very up front with them,’’ says reading facilitator Terry Wilcox. "They know their reading level – it’s right there on the textbook."

Critics say El Vista’s approach – which may have a 3rd grader using a 1st grade reader and a 2nd grader using a 4th grade text – is, at the very least, politically incorrect. But Wilcox says it’s also the reason why, in the last nine years, all but two El Vista students have been reading at grade level by the end of 3rd grade. "It boggles my mind, it’s so simplistic," she says. "Each child gets 90 minutes a day of direct reading instruction at their level. That’s the key."

El Vista, where 84% of all students qualify for free- or reduced-priced lunch and mobility rates have been as high as 50% a year, uses Success for All, a comprehensive approach to restructuring schools. Success for All was developed in 1987 by researchers at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore to ensure that all students learn to read and features individual, formal reading assessments as often as every eight weeks. The assessments test student knowledge of letters and sounds, sight words, phonics skills, comprehension, reading fluency, and spelling.

Teachers use the results of the assessments to group and regroup pupils into special multi-age reading classes, where the range of reading ability is very narrow. "It’s the difference between having a class of 30 students divided into four or five different reading groups and a class of 15 students all reading at the same level," says principal Lynn Jamison. As a result, teachers spend more time on direct instruction, knowing their lessons are geared to the needs of every child in the class. "There’s much less seatwork because the teacher doesn’t have to move around to four or five different reading groups every day," Wilcox says. "We can focus like a laser beam on what the kids need, and we cover more curriculum."

The reading assessments also are used to identify 1st graders who are struggling in reading – those who pose the greatest risk of later failing in school. Once identified, the students get extra reading help in the form of 30 minutes of one-on-one tutoring a day.

Wilcox has heard the criticism: that when older students are told they are reading below grade level and are grouped for reading instruction with younger children, their self esteem – and eventually their achievement – suffers. She begs to differ. "A child doesn’t feel good about himself if he’s sitting in class with material he can’t read," she says. "But because our students are working at their level, they can see their progress and growth. And they know the reading groups are always changing."

Jamison, the principal, says El Vista teachers receive several days of training in Success for All methods every year. He credits the program with helping his staff approach data collection and analysis in an organized way. Reading scores, which nine years ago stood at roughly the 25th percentile on nationally normed tests, have increased dramatically and now exceed the 50th percentile. That makes El Vista the highest-achieving Title I school in the district, with its students typically making somewhere between one and two years growth in reading every year.

If there’s a drawback to Success for All, Jamison says, it’s the cost of the extra personnel – a program facilitator and two teacher-tutors – needed to make the program work. He estimated those costs for his school at more than $210,000 a year. "It’s a commitment financially as well as philosophically," he says. 

For more information, contact

Lynn Jamison, principal

or Terry Wilcox, reading facilitator

El Vista Elementary School
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Modesto, CA 95354

(209) 576-4665

E-mail: jamison.l@monet.k12.ca.us 

E-mail: wilcox.t@monet.k12.ca.us

 

Wall shows how they stand

Literacy specialist uses color-coded cards to display progress

Chicago, Ill.

Hundreds of color-coded cards line the "Assessment Wall" in Jacqueline Wilson’s second-floor office at Park Manor Elementary School on Chicago’s South Side.

"Graphically, it’s a great way to see how we’re doing," says Wilson, the school’s literacy coordinator. "At a glance, you can see every child’s reading level and what’s been done to assist them. And it’s a great reward – for teachers and kids – to see the cards move from level to level."

The cards – with student names on the backs, to preserve privacy – help Wilson and the school’s primary grade teachers document the results of Park Manor’s Primary Literary Assessment. 

Pupils new to Park Manor (virtually all African Americans, and many at risk of doing poorly in school) are tested when they enroll. All pupils in kindergarten through 3rd grade are tested – with the help of university volunteers – in January and May. The assessment program is based on a series of 10 STEP (Strategic Teaching and Evaluation of Progress) tests developed by the Center for School Improvement at the University of Chi-cago. Each individually administered diagnostic test covers a specific group of reading skills ranging from pre-reading to 3rd grade reading levels. The tests are also aligned with the Iowa Tests of Basic Skills, which help teachers predict how well their students will do on those closely watched assessments.

Test data are placed into a portfolio for each pupil and his or her card – color coded and grouped by grade – is repositioned on the Assessment Wall. Each 2x3-inch card includes the pupil’s name, the dates he or she moved from one STEP to the next, and notations of any support services being provided. Teachers meet twice a month with Wilson to review the STEP assessments, group and regroup pupils according to the progress they are making, identify pupils who are reading below grade level, and – most importantly – exchange intervention strategies to help those who are struggling.

"All of our instruction is driven by the STEP assessments," Wilson says. "If you’re a 2nd grade teacher and you have students stuck at the kindergarten level, you need to start asking for help with teaching strategies. As a group, we begin to address those issues. And we expect to see progress."

Third grade teacher Kimberly McCoy says the Assessment Wall has made it particularly easy to track that progress – or lack thereof. "Before, you hoped a student was progressing as the year went on, but you couldn’t always tell exactly where they were," says McCoy. "Now, it’s right there.’’

Wilson says she likes having a quick, visual way to systematically assess progress across the school’s primary grades. "You walk in the room and it’s very obvious how we’re doing," she says. "The wall keeps everyone on their toes. There’s no room to hide."

Wilson believes the wall also has helped sharpen teaching skills. "In the classroom, teachers can become isolated and they can stagnate. But when you’re forced to be open with what’s going on in your classroom, it’s good for you and the children." Park Manor’s standardized test scores had increased 8% between 1997-98 and 1998-99, gains that Wilson says haven’t come as a surprise to her staff. Because the STEP assessments are aligned with the ITBS, "we can pretty much tell how students are going to fare" on the standardized test, she says. "There are no shocks at the end of the year." 

For more information, contact

Jacqueline Wilson, literacy coordinator

Park Manor Elementary School

7037 S. Rhodes Avenue

Chicago, IL 60637

(773) 535-3070

 

 

Facts are served fresh

Software program creates data base of up-to-date information

Miami, Fla.

Data-based decision making is only as good as the data on which decisions are based. That’s the driving principle behind an effort at suburban Miami’s Cutler Ridge Middle School aimed at giving teachers in all subject areas a continual flow of valid, reliable data about student achievement.

"If teachers are going to modify their instructional programs to meet kids’ needs, they have to have up-to-date data about the status of the very kids sitting in front of them that day," says principal John Moore. "General information that’s months old doesn’t tell you what to do with George on Monday morning."

At Cutler Ridge, which enrolls about 1,400 students in 6th through 8th grades, a computer software program uses the results of teacher-prepared tests to create a database of information detailing student achievement at any given point in the year. The tests typically include no more than 20 questions covering a very narrow "slice" of knowledge. A teacher might test students on a few specific competencies, for example, or one particular skill, such as changing decimals to fractions. Some teachers assess their students as often as twice a week.

The test questions are given to the school’s technology coordinator or another administrator, who prepares a personalized answer sheet for every student the teacher plans to assess. After students take the test, computers scan and score the answer sheets, and analyze the results. Test reports, which are available almost immediately, pinpoint exactly which skills or information each individual student has mastered, determine the error rate by skill across the school, and rank skills by the number of student errors.

Moore says teachers learn that "skill by skill, this is what the class in front of me looks like." Teachers then can tailor the next day’s lesson plan to meet each class’ specific needs.

Not all the assessment test results are used to determine student letter grades. "We see much of our assessment as a form of listening . . . of hearing what’s happening in terms of kids’ competencies," Moore says. But he adds that, on average, Cutler Ridge students achieved higher scores on last spring’s Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test than the year before, and students whose teachers have been most deeply involved in the ongoing school-based assessments have shown the greatest gains.

Moore says it had taken four or five years to assemble the computer hardware and create the computer software needed to run the assessment program. Staff responsibilities were restructured in order to free up the staff needed to keep it running. Staff development meetings have focused on teaching teachers how to develop assessments tied to state and school district standards. 

For more information, contact

John Moore, principal

Cutler Ridge Middle School

19400 Gulfstream Road

Miami, FL 33157

(305) 235-4761

E-mail: Moore@crms.dade.k12.fl.us
  

Chart language spoken here

School’s solutions begin with the principal’s dedication to data

Lawrence, Kan.

Principal Vicki Weseman believes in the value of data-based decision making. But she knows that in order for her school to capitalize on its potential, she must first make believers of her teaching staff.

"As an administrator, I realize that what changes teacher behavior is having information available, at their fingertips, every day," says Weseman, principal of Prairie Park Elementary School in Lawrence, Kan. "My job is to help them pull the data together, organize it, disaggregate it."

Lately, Weseman has been getting some help from the state of Kansas. In 1991, the state introduced a statewide school accreditation program that requires schools to create school profiles which include an array of student achievement data. Prairie Park helped pilot the accreditation process in 1994-95 and is scheduled to go through it again in the spring of 2000. By then, Prairie Park’s profile will include not just district and state assessments, but also data generated by classroom teachers.

Weseman and her staff have been trained in data-based decision making through The Learning Network, a long-term plan for helping schools organize for effective teaching and learning. The network is the professional development division of Richard C. Owen Publishing Co. in Katonah, N.Y.

But Weseman believes school leadership is also key, and that ultimately it’s her job to create a school culture in which data-based decision making will thrive. "The overall essence of my job is convincing teachers to examine what it is they are finding out about their students (today) that will determine what they should be doing with them tomorrow," she says. Although teachers make their own decisions every day about how they will approach subject matter, group children, and choose materials, Weseman wants to make sure they know what’s driving those decisions. "Is it information about the kids, or just the fact that they’re familiar with a particular textbook?" she asks.

As a result, Weseman admits to "constantly putting data in front of teachers." Every fall, standardized test scores are discussed at a staff meeting and teachers are asked to determine how the scores will affect their teaching. But Weseman also wants teachers gathering their own data – data that are "closer to the classroom" and therefore more valuable than standardized test scores. She expects teachers, for example, to keep running records of students’ oral reading skills in order to document what kind of reading strategies they are using. Students are also grouped according to the data gathered from the running records. Weseman asks teachers to roam their classrooms with clipboards, making observational notes about students and file the notes in monitoring notebooks.

Weseman also knows she must set a good example in order to convince her teachers about the value of data collection. At a recent staff meeting called to develop a schoolwide goal statement in reading, she took the faculty through a process that involved assessment, evaluation, planning, and teaching. The meeting ended with teachers filling out a short assessment of the meeting’s effectiveness. "The responses will help me determine what our next meeting looks like," Weseman says.

Despite rapid growth at Prairie Park – last year enrollment went from 275 to 425 – test scores have remained stable, which Weseman finds encouraging. Average reading scores have increased at all grade levels, as have math scores as measured by district tests. 

For more information, contact

Vicki Weseman, principal

Prairie Park Elementary School

2711 Kensington Road

Lawrence, KS 66047

(785) 832-5740

E-mail: vdwesema@usda497.k12.ks.us
 

Discipline is in the data

Statistics help school see patterns and locations of misbehavior

Philadelphia, Pa.

When a teacher at Philadelphia’s Roberto Clemente Middle School suggested discontinuing the practice of escorting her 5th grade students to and from their art and music classes, principal Patricia Mazzuca called a meeting of all 5th grade teachers.

At the meeting, Mazzuca produced a series of charts documenting the fact that 5th grade hallway behavior was nearly twice as good as the behavior of older students who moved through the hallways on their own. "There was no need for a dictate from the principal," Mazzuca says. "The data spoke volumes. The teachers realized that what they were doing was making a big difference."

At Clemente, Mazzuca and her staff use hard data to document student behavior. Mazzuca says that’s the first step in a process that reduces discipline problems and, ultimately, increases the amount of time students and teachers spend on task. "You have to know what’s happening in a building, where it’s happening and when it’s happening, before you can take steps to bring about change," she says. "If I don’t have a clue why Chris is being sent to the office 10 times in one week, I’m not going to be able to do much more than put a Band-Aid on the situation."

The school uses Discipline Pro, a commercial software program, to track student behavior. The program, custom-

ized for the Clemente staff, produces a database that includes information on every discipline referral at the school. The data are organized by student, type of behavior, referring staff member, and the time, date, and location of the incident. A disproportionate number of problems happening in certain areas of the building, for example, alerts Mazzuca to the need for more supervision at those locations.

Mazzuca also keeps track of the number of referrals made by each teacher on a weekly basis. If she notices that a certain teacher is referring a higher-than-average number of students, she makes it a priority to find out why. "This is not meant to be punitive; there are always extenuating circumstances," she says. "But the data show you a pattern. I know I have to get in that classroom, observe the teacher, and provide some support."

Administrators frequently use the discipline data as a staff development tool. They can determine if certain groups of teachers – beginning teachers, or 8th grade teachers, for instance – could benefit from specialized programs to help them cope with particular problems.

The data also help shape the school’s $13 million budget, which is the responsibility of the 14-member school council. For example, when data showed that the number of discipline problems reported in the 400-student lunchroom was minimal, council members felt comfortable approving a plan to replace the teacher-facilitators who had been supervising the lunchroom with para-professionals. The move freed up 45 minutes a day for each of the eight facilitators to spend in classrooms working with teachers and students on instructional issues. Another example: When data showed that student attendance and behavior was better at Clemente’s Saturday School than at its after-school programs, more funding was shifted to Saturday School.

"Sometimes, you may think you know what’s happening, but often you’re relying on your own biases, which are not always accurate," Mazzuca says. "That’s the beauty of the data." 

For more information, contact

Patricia Mazzuca, principal

The New Roberto Clemente Middle School

122 W. Erie Avenue

Philadelphia, PA 19140

(215) 291-5400

E-mail: pmazzuca@phila.k12.pa.us
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