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THE NUMBERS GAME

Measure progress by analyzing data
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If a district or a single school has a vision of what it wants to be, the use of data can be a powerful tool to measure its progress along the way.

Sylvie Hale has seen the power of using data in that way. "Schools have to collect data to make sure they’re on target. Data do not lie,’’ she said.

Ask Hale, senior research associate at West Ed, for an example of how using data guided a school to fulfill its vision and she’s ready with a handful of stories. This is one of her favorites:

A rural California school district had a goal of ensuring that all children would read at grade level by 3rd grade. Teachers in one school were quite discouraged because many 1st and 2nd graders were reading below grade level. How could they meet the district goal if children were falling behind so early?

Teachers quickly decided that the school needed a new reading program.

Hale and other consultants from a regional assistance center urged the school to look over its data very closely. Perhaps the school would discover that the curriculum wasn’t the only reason students were struggling with reading.

After receiving some preliminary school data, teachers discovered that a majority of kindergartners had been absent for more than half the year. That must mean that parents don’t care enough about education to get them to school, teachers concluded.

The consultants pushed them to look at other possible explanations for missing school.

The teachers talked with parents of students with high absenteeism and learned that these children rode a bus to school but that the district provided no bus transportation to take them home at the end of their half-day in school. The buses were needed to transport high school students and the district did not want to mix high schoolers with kindergartners. Working parents or parents who relied on others for after-school transportation frequently kept children home rather than deal with the transportation hassle.

Clearly, the reading curriculum was not at fault. When providing transportation for these kindergartners turned out to be financially unfeasible, the teachers explored other options.

By the next school year, the school created an extended day kindergarten. Money for a remedial reading program was diverted to pay for extra teacher hours. At last report, the reading of these students was improving.

What’s the lesson? "Check your assumptions at the door,’’ said Hale. 

"I don’t think that’s an uncommon story. We all make quick assumptions. Instead, we need to look at data, generate questions and find answers. Data keep you honest," she said. 

A data plan

Let’s assume that district’s vision includes a statement that all children will read at grade level by 3rd grade and remain at grade level every year thereafter. How could you use data to measure your progress towards achieving that vision?

Collect basic information. Every school should maintain basic data on student demographics and achievement. See the Student Data Checklist on Page 3 for a guide to collecting information that will give you a snapshot of students in your school.

Break down this information by grade. Keep the original data available so you can cross-reference it with other data in later steps.

Identify additional data. To check on students’ reading ability in your school, what data will you need to collect?

To measure academic performance, a school would probably collect, at a minimum, standardized test scores, grades, and classroom assessments. You should always collect at least three types of data for any study.

Identify who will be responsible for collecting this data and set a date for finishing this task.

Disaggregate the data. Assemble the academic performance data and disaggregate it according to the characteristics collected under Step One. At a minimum, you should break down each type of data by gender, race, socio-economic factors, attendance, mobility, discipline issues, and English language ability.

Use the Data Summary Sheet on Page 5 for this process. Prepare one sheet for each type of data you collect.

Analyze the data. After you’ve filled out the Data Summary Sheets, begin to ask questions about that data.

What is the lowest performing group? What is the highest performing group? Are boys and girls performing equally well in reading? Are there dips in reading achievement between different grades? If so, which grades? What are the reading levels of various language groups? Do different socio-economic groups have different reading levels? Are reading levels similar between various racial and ethnic groups?

Summarize the data. Describe in a statement what the data tells you. These statements can be called either data summary statements or needs statements. See sample statements on Page 4.

In this step, the school team is trying to identify the problem, not solve it. This forces individuals to spell out what they see and not fall back on assumptions, Hale said. Write one statement or write a dozen summary statements, depending on your observations.

At this stage, avoid the urge to brainstorm solutions. That step will come later. For now, concentrate on simply describing your observations.

Brainstorm causes. Once a school team has objectively evaluated the data, the next step is to suggest possible explanations.

What’s going on instructionally? What’s going on with the curriculum? Where are the gaps? Why do these gaps exist?

"If you’re not getting the results you want, there’s dissonance someplace. Where is the dissonance?’’ Hale asks.

For example, a staff may suggest that the curriculum is not aligned with the assessment or that teachers lack sufficient training to implement the curriculum appropriately.

Collect more data. After the team has suggested explanations for blips in the data, the next step is to collect more data to determine which explanations are most accurate.

For example, if the team hypothesizes that the curriculum has not been implemented completely, the team might survey teachers about their practices as well as observe relevant classes.

Analyze and summarize data. As it did with the student data, the team now analyzes the data it has collected regarding instruction and curriculum.

The team repeats the process of writing objective statements about the data it has collected.

Identify a goal. After the data has been analyzed and summarized, the team now needs to identify its goals. See Page 6 for a tool to help with this.

Write a specific, measurable and attainable goal. What would you consider success? How will you measure that? When will you measure that?

Repeat the process. Once the goal has been identified, the process has not ended. The team needs to establish a timetable for repeating the process of collecting and analyzing the data. This forces the team to stay focused on measuring its progress.

But Hale cautions teams against focusing too narrowly on certain areas because of the potential to ignore other areas. "You have to collect data to make sure you’re on target but you also have to look at data to make sure other things aren’t falling through the cracks,’’ Hale said.

"Data collection and analysis is a continuing process. It never ends. Once you begin asking questions and looking for answers, you find that you have more answers and more questions,’’ Hale said.

