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Using Data
To Think Differently

»

“What gets measured gets done.”
— Tom Peters

oes either of the following
scenarios sound familiar?

@ The lead headline on
page one of the morning
newspaper read “Mixed Re-

sults for Local Schools on State Tests.”
Marion, an elementary school principal,
put down the paper feeling discouraged.
The test results indicated that her school
had too many 4"-grade science students in
the “failing” and “needs improvement”
categories and the number of these stu-
dents had increased over the previous
year. Her school has three 4*.grade class-
rooms and she knows nearly 36 percent of
the students at that grade level had not
been in her school the year before. How
would the superintendent, board of edu-
cation and community respond?

® In another elementary school
across town that received the highest
science scores on the same test, the prin-
cipal was asking different questions.
“What do I say to those parents who
have complained that we are taking too
much time away from the curriculum to
prepare students for the state test? If
don't spend time preparing the students
and the test scores go down, will I lose
my job?"
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Giving the public
a better way to
size up student

performance

The way the principals answer these
questions could have profound implica-
tions for public education. Political
leaders and the news media have made
test scores the sole criterion for deciding
whether it's “chumbs up” or “thumbs
down" for public education, We educa-
tors have left them no other choice. Test
scores are so firmly implanted in the
public’s consciousness that they are not
going away anytime soon, according to
Public Agenda’s 2001 study, “Just Wait-
ing to Be Asked? A Fresh Look at Atti-
tudes About Public Engagement.”

The time has come for us to think dif-
ferently about defining school effective-
ness in a way that will give the public a
better sense of how much value is added
to a child's developmentr each year they
spend in school.

Ask the average person on the street

what the word “accountability” means

and you are likely to get an answer that
goes something like this: “Who messed
up?” Is it any wonder why reachers, prin-
cipals and superintendents are con-
cerned about having students’ test scores
printed in the local newspaper!

Last year faculry members ar a subur-
ban Connecticut high school where stu-
dents scored first in their state on a sub-
ject test were asked to write the first
thoughrts thar came to their minds when
the term “accountability” was men-
tioned. Their answers, in order of fre-
quency: testing, anxiety, fear, results,
the percentage passing, proving your
worth, it divides people.

A Lengthy Process

School leaders could undertake two ini-
tiatives to begin the long process of
changing the way we assess public
school effectiveness.

First, teachers and principals must
look at individual student growth over
the long term—mulriple years, not just
in 10-monrh segments. Second, schaol
leaders need to engage the schools, fami-
lies and community agencies in a dia-
logue to identify the community's ex-
pectations for public schools given the
resources that can be committed to
meeting those expectations. [t does take
a village to raise a child and the sooner




we present this challenge to the commu-
nity, the sooner a more constructive def-
inition of accountability will emerge.

In a political climate where the norm
seems to be “the bearings will continue
until morale improves,” energizing the
staff to commit to these tasks will be no
small challenge. If school leaders do not
take this initiative, then public confi-
dence in schools will continue to rise
and fall with test scores and public sup-
port for vouchers and other radical re-
form schemes will continue to grow.

I learned a few lessons about pursuing
these objectives during my last nine
years as a superintendent.

Look Backwards
® Lesson No. |: Learn from our history
with school improvement.

The processes leaders have used to
meet past school improvement chal-
lenges offer opportunities to learn from
previous false starts. Two examples are
offered for reflection.

First, leaders are unlikely to be able to
meet this challenge alone. In his posi-
tion paper “Building a New Structure for
School Leadership,” Harvard Professor
Richard Elmore says, “If ... public
schools and school systems ... respond
to standards-based reforms the way they
have responded to other attempts at

broad-scale reform ... they will fail mas-
sively and visibly, with an attendant loss
of public confidence and serious conse-
quences for public education.”

Elmore predicts that the standards
movement will open to public scrutiny
the historically private process of teach-
ing and learning. He observes that set-
ting performance standards for students
and schools implies that schools are ac-
countable for student learning. They
are, in part, but the public largely
doesn’t understand which part. Elmore
advocates distributed leadership as a dif-
ferent response to the challenges of stand-
ards-based accountability. Get others to
help you “work the problem,” he says.

Second, don't lock to one response,
such as data-driven decision making, as
a “silver bullet” and don’t overstate its
implementation. A recent doctoral
study at Columbia University by Lisa
Forbes about the role of data in driving
decisions found that while school princi-
pals reported using data to make deci-
sions about staff development, no evi-
dence was presented to substantiare
their claims.

Real political pressure exists for a
principal or superintendent to state pub-
licly that progress has been made be-
cause an improvement initiative has
been implemented. “Data-driven deci-

sion making” is now a buzzword. Avoid
using it. We shouldn’t say we are doing
something unless we are really doing it
and preferably doing it well. Remember
our experiences with the open classroom
and whole language?

Public Posturing
® Lesson No. 2: Be honest and candid with
the public.

Considerable public support exists for
public education, according to recent
surveys by Public Agenda and Phi Delta
Kappan. We need to acknowledge that
schools alone cannot solve society’s
problems all by themselves and dramati-
cally improve academic achievement si-
multaneously.

The public needs to be reminded
that schools on average have a direcr in-
fluence on children for about 35 hours
in a 168-hour week, or 21 percent of the
time. The other 79 percent of the
child's week is influenced by families
and the community. Yes, schools do
need to improve what they do during
their 21 percent, but families and com-
munities also need to examine their
commitments as well.

As long as principals and superintend-
ents publicly posture that they will “turn
things around,” they continue to lead
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continued from page 25

the public to hold unrealistic expecta-
tions for the heroic leader who will ride
in to save the day. One person cannot
meet these challenges without the help
of the staff, families and the community.
The sooner that public school leaders
acknowledge that they and the schools
alone cannot meet these simultaneous
goals, the sooner that reasonable people
will ask, “What can we do to help?”
There are people and groups in the com-
munity that are open to finding new
ways to work with schools, but they have
other agendas that will take precedence
unless they are approached to do so.

® Lesson No. 3: Carpe Diem! Engage
the public in dialogue to redefine account-
ability.

The New England rown meeting offers
a documented methodology for engaging
the public in a dialogue about the purposes
and challenges facing public education.
School leaders need to present the chal-
lenges described above in a dialogue with
the other partners in education. They
need to ask the right questions and then
listen, Whart challenges does each of these
partners face in improving the quality of
life and conditions for learning?

Town meetings need to be followed
up with observable actions by each part-
ner that leads to progress. Actions speak
louder than words. Long-term progress,
even the most minimal in any given
year, can be understood and supported
by the general public if annual, results-
oriented and observable goals are pub-
lished early in the process. These “mark-
ers” become one form of data that the
community will use to hold leaders and
organizations accountable and assess the
effectiveness of their efforts.

Public dialogue in a town meeting pre-
sents community leaders with an opportu-
nity to move the public’s definition of ac-
countability from deficit model thinking
(“Who messed up?") to one that acknowl-
edges that there ought to be individual
(i.e. schools, families and community) and
collective responsibility for results (im-
proving development and performance of
children over time}. One has to believe
that the public is tired of political finger
pointing and that a critical mass of indi-
viduals and arganizations is ready to work
collaboratively with educators to improve
the quality of life for all.

Gains Over Time
@ Lesson No. 4: Define “results” as indi-
vidual and cohort performance along a multi-
vyear developmental trajectory.

Test scores are not going away. Test

Robert Monson

data need to be seen as our friends rather
than as enemies. As a single accountabil-
ity tool they are inadequate. Comparing
the performance of last year's 4" graders
to this year’s 4" graders is called cross-
sectional analysis. In plain English, it’s
like comparing apples to oranges. As any
educator knows, one cohort of students
varies from the next. Comparing one co-
hort to another has become the standard
measure of school accountability—not
by choice bur by default because no other
ways of measuring student performance
have been used.

The time has come to look at school
accountabiliry and student performance
in another way—to look at individual
and collective (the same group of stu-
dents) performance over multiple years
in the context of a developmental tra-
jectory. To understand what a develop-
mental trajectory is, recall the days
when we took our infants to the pedia-
trician. On any given office visit, the pe-
diatrician assesses the child’s develop-
ment within the context of a growth
chart, or trajectory, that predicts average
growth and development.

These charts provide a context for
the doctor and parent to gauge the
child's continuing maturation in the
context of what is known about how hu-
man infants develop. Information
gained from comparing a child's present
state of development to the trajectory
provides vital perspective that informs
conclusions about whether the child is
growing at a normal rate (long and
lanky, compact, etc.). Not all children
mature at the same rate and trajectories
help the parents place growth spurts or

lags into a larger developmental perspec-
tive. Conclusions about parental effec-
tiveness in dietary and related childcare
decisions are based on this longer con-
text for growth. If the child’s growth
plateaus for six months we don't lose pa-
tience and replace the parents.

Developmental trajectories have
been around in literacy education for
some years. Two frameworks in reading
comprehension have been extensively
rested in Australia: English Profiles
(1991) and First Steps (1994). Both have
described reading comprehension as a
developmental process of stages that a
child moves through over several years.

English Profiles Handbook, developed
by the Australian Ministry of Education
and Training, charts nine reading stages,
or bands, beginning with Band A (the
child knows how a book works, likes to
look at books and likes to be read to) to
Band 1 (skillful in analyzing and inter-
preting a wide range of written materi-
al). English Profiles is well suited to chart
student growth from preschool through
the upper elementary or middle school
years. First Steps in Reading, published by
Addison Wesley Longman, is best suited
for preschool through the primary years.
It charts comprehension across six phas-
es (phase 1 role play reading though
phase 6 advanced reading).

Developmental trajectories also exist
in writing and lend themselves to even
longer-range data collection. First Steps
Writing (1994) works well through the
middle school years. American College
Testing's analytic writing scoring guide
delineates stages of development reflec-
tive of the elementary grades through
college-level competence.

Teachers, principals and school dis-
trict personnel ought to adopt a devel-
opmental trajectory for the school sys-
tem and use it to collecr dara abour

Resources

Robert Monson suggests the follow-
ing Web-based resources related to
public engagement.

® “Reasons for Hope, Voices for
Change. A Report on Public En-
gagement,” Annenberg Institute for
School Reform, accessible at
WWAW . aisT.org.

® “Just Waiting to Be Asked! A
Fresh Look at Attitudes About Public
Engagement,” Public Agenda, acces-
sible at www.publicagenda.org.
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individual and student growth over mul-
tiple years. Conclusions about a stu-
dent’s and a cohort's rate of growth are
then referenced to movement across the
developmental stages. Percentages of
students at each stage lend themselves
to calculating moving averages and sta-
tistical predictions for growth. Perform-
ance plateaus for individual students can
be placed in larger developmental con-
texts for parents.

Performance by cohorts of students
now can be assessed factoring in or out
students who move frequently between
schools and districts. The ability to
warch a group of students move through
a school system will provide a more
comprehensive picture (when taken in

Looking at individual student and co-
hort growth and performance against a
trajectory over multiple years will be a
significant conceptual, logistical, finan-
cial and public education challenge. Do
we really have a choice not to?

A Personal Start
® Lesson No. 5: Modeling is an effective
teaching tool.

1 am advocating a significant shift in
thinking about whar constitutes results
about student and school performance.
Change is incremental. Rather than
mandate systemwide adoption of a de-
velopmental trajectory in reading com-
prehension next month, superintend-
ents and principals will do well o think

“Put this year's principal or teacher evaluation
data into o longer-term perspective.”

the context of annual testing data) of
school and district performance.
Looking at student performance over
multiple years rather than as 10-month
segments presents a challenge to the way
we have historically organized schools
and teachers’ work. This shift suggests
that teachers become collectively re-
sponsible for a child’s education. A
child's education is not a production line
process but perhaps the time has come to
realize that many successful private-sec-
tor companies now associate a group of
employees with seeing a task from its be-
ginning phases through to completion.

about their own growth and develop-
ment first. “What is my current level of
performance and what does my own
next stage of development look like?
How will I know it when [ get there?”

In other words, begin the shift in
thinking about performance in our daily
work with staff members. Put this year's
principal or teacher evaluation data into
a longer-term perspective. What is this
person’s current level of development in
his or her practice, and what is the next
higher level we hope the person will at-
tain? Equally importantly, “What can |
do to help that person reach that next
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higher level?”

Experience the concept of long-term
development at the individual staff
member level (and identify the implica-
tions of new perspective on perform-
ance) before deciding to push ahead
with it as a new district initiative for
teachers and students.

@ Lesson No. 6. When the district is
ready, start in one curriculum area (reading
comprehension or writing) .

Using data to inform instructional
decision making and school account-
ability is a huge conceptual shift and in-
volves significant risks. It also pays pro-
portional dividends. Start small, in one
curriculum area, and structure the im-
plementation for success.

As stated earlier, proven develop-
mental rrajectories already exist as off-
the-shelf products or may be embedded
in curriculum materials you already
have purchased. Create a district-level
committee of teachers, parents and
principals to work with a literacy expert
to select or identify a developmental
trajectory model, design staff develop-
ment experiences to acquaint teachers
with the developmental foundation of
these tools and help teachers acquire a
repertoire of strategies that can be used
to assess student development.

The committee also should be
charged with identifying organization-
al and resource barriers to promoting
multiple-year assessment of student
growth and performance as well as the
student, parent and community educa-
tion necessary for people to understand
this shift in practice.

A Long Wait

The curriculum standards and state test-
ing movement is a rational approach to
social improvement. In another 30 years
we will know whether it was successful.
The basic tenets of this wave of re-
form—hold all students to explicit high
standards, test the results and use those
data to inform further decisions, rewards
or sancticns—do hold promise for signif-
icantly improving the quality of public
education. Unfortunately, neither the
federal government nor most state de-
partments of education has the resource
capacity to help 15,000 school districts
make this shift successfully. B
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