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Data-Driven
Districts

n business and industry, data are
king. Informartion abour cus-
tomers, inventory, sales, rates of
return and employee turnover is
crucial. Good data help determine

success or failure.

Education, of course, is a different an-
imal. Its essential product is children,
who aren’t at all like mass-produced
widgets or numbers on a spreadsheet.
Kids are real, data are abstract—and for
some educators that makes it a four-let-

ter word.

“Not many educators buy into or pay
much attention to numbers in graduate
school,” says Philip A. Streifer, a former
superintendent and now an associate
professor of educational leadership at
the University of Connecticut. “Dealing
with dara is a subject that makes people
uncomfortable. It causes a good deal of

anxiety.”

Yet the school reform movement in-
creasingly demands just that. The call
for greater accountability means admin-
istrators and teachers must show proof—
tangible, statistically valid evidence—
that what they are doing is working, that

students are learning faster and better.

Rapid Spread

The old tools of education—inruirion,
teaching philosophy, personal experi-

6 The School Administrater December 2002

Four districts that
take different tacks
using data to inform

key decisions

ence—do not seem to be enough any-
more. Virtually every state has put into
place an assessment system intended to
measure and validate student achieve-
ment and school performance.

The passage of the No Child Left Be-
hind Act only raises the stakes further,
adding new responsibilities for states, dis-
tricts and schools to accurately and
promptly collect, analyze and report data
on student demographics and achieve-
ment. Federal law now requires annual
state reports on student performance by
gender, race, disability, income, migrant
starus and English fluency. States also
must report how many students were not
tested, in the same categories, and pro-
vide dertailed information about the pro-
fessional qualifications of those teaching
the students, such as the percentage of
classes taught by teachers lacking certifi-
cation in their subjects.

“Right or wrong, external account-
ability is coming to everyone,” says
Katherine Gemberling, an educarional
consultant and former deputy superin-
tendent in Montgomery County, Md.
“You can't simply mandate educational
quality and order up tests to make sure it
happens. But the fact is, external ac-
countability models exist because educa-
tors did not step up themselves and es-
tablish definable measurements of
quality. ... Educators feel compelled—
they are compelled—to look at anything
that will help them show they're getting
good results.”

In other words, like good business-
people and well-run companies, educa-
rors and school districts are being asked,
if not expected, to prove their bottom
line with hard, solid data. With passage
of No Child Left Behind, school districts
large and small have taken up the ban-
ner of data-driven decision making.

“We have seen an increased inrerest
by districts in DDDM,” says Geannie
Wells, former director of AASA’s Cen-
ter for Accountability Solutions. “We
saw the momentum building before No
Child Left Behind and then definitely a
heightened interest after.”

But no revolution runs smoothly or
easily. There are always missteps.
Though districts and states generate
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huge amounts of data, many remain ill
equipped to make the most of it, to ef-
fectively employ thar information in
policymaking or in reporting to federal
education officials.

“Ownership of data has been a prob-
lem,” Wells says. “Some dara reside at
the stare level, the district level, the
school level or even with vendors in
proprietary formulas. Incompatibility of
various data systems has been a problem.
Often enrollment data can't be tracked
with student achievement data or pro-
gram participation data, ete. Inadequate
funding and technical support for data
collection have been challenging. And
data from testing companies and states
are often not disaggregated ro such a lev-
el that they can be useful and are not
available in a timely fashion.”

Only 16 states, for example, have sys-
tems that give each student a unique
identification number that allows them

to be tracked and assessed over their en-
tire school career. Only 17 states provide
demographic breakdowns of student
achievement by race or family income
on SChDUl report CHTdS.

Slow Progress
“Everybody isn’t starting at the same
place,” Gemberling says. “Everybody
doesn’t have the same tools, whether
that’s the technological infrastructure
or the people trained to handle it. ...
You can’t just crunch some numbers
and expect that this will lead to effec-
tive, real-world decisions. How, for ex-
ample, do you measure growth, teacher
effect, student ability? What is evidence
of quality? Gooed data about these things
require more than just standardized test
results.”

Streifer knows those difficulties well.
As superintendent of the Avon Public
Schools in Connecticut in the 1990s, he

came face-to-face with the hard realities
of data—or lack thereof.

Like most school districts, Avon col-
lected lots of informarion. But much of
it was organized or reported in ways that
rendered it hard to use or worse. “Data
collection is a messy, messy business,”
Streifer says. “It’s done in different for-
mats, sometimes electronically, some-
times on cards or paper. Often it’s in-
complete. Teachers collect it differently,
and not everybody has the same access
to it, which means not everybody is go-
ing to be on the same page.”

During his time at Avon, Streifer im-
plemented a series of organizational
changes. “The goal was to change dis-
trict culture, to focus on how ro use data
to make improvements, raise achieve-
ment across the board, including pro-
grams like music, art and sports,” Streifer
explains. “I took a systems approach.

continued on page 9
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Providing Data to Your Board

BY LINDA J. DAWSON

atent fear has surfaced among

superintendents nationwide

over one of the more current

requirements in school re-

form: data-driven decision
making by their boards.

Why would data-based decisions
cause such angst among school system
leaders? They cited the following reas-
ons during focus groups that we con-
ducted over the last three years:

® “What will board members do
with data when they get them? Theyll
use them as a tool to harm me!”

@ “If we start giving them data, will
they want them to the classroom level?”

® “Whar happens when we have
the inevitable ‘dips’ in performance?”

® “My job is to know the data—
their job is to support me!” .

Some of these fears are understand-
able. Others are misguided notions.
However, in-the-trenches experience
has taught far too many superintend-
ents to be justifiably wary of giving
board members student achievement
data.

But the times are changing and the
savvy superintendent now realizes that
good data, presented in the context of
board-adopred and districtwide goals
for student achievement, can move a
board to focus on core performance is-
sues. Those include supporting admin-
istrative means to improve achieve-
ment while advocating for moral and
fiscal support of district efforts
throughout the community.

So how should superintendents pre-
sent data to their boards? Here are four
guiding principles:

@ Insist the board establish districtwide
goals or end results for student achievement.

Insist is a strong word—purposely.
The superintendent plays a leader-serv-
ant role to the elected or appointed lay
board. Board members often do not
know what their role is individually or
collectively. They will come on board
and grab hold of what they think they
understand and can do. Instead of deal-
ing with these misguided missions, fu-
ture-focused superintendents lead
them into harnessing that energy into
their No. 1 job—ensuring community-
based values are established around ex-
pected student outcomes.

® Assist the board in receiving target-
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Linda Dawson
ed, customized training on what data are

and are not to measure whether student
outcomes are being achieved.

Board members sometimes com-

ment: ‘I don’t need Statistics 101.”
“Numbers can be twisted to say what-
ever the administration wants.” “How
do we know if we're getting good data?”

Some superintendents will bring in
an acknowledged expert to provide
training on what data are and how to
think about them in connection with
districtwide student outcomes. You
should ask the outside expert not only
to define and explain terms but to pro-
vide tangible examples and case studies.

Ask the consultant to lead the
board through scenarios in which
members collectively analyze various
graphs. Have them brainstorm on what
questions come to mind in this hold-
harmless environment, free of possible
embarrassment at a public meeting. Fi-
nally, have the consultant bring them
to closure on whar data they will want
to see and when to demonstrate
progress on student outcomes.

A Conduct Code
® Insist the board adopt a code-of-conduct
policy on data use.

Because the misuse of darta is a pos-
sibility, bring the board a code of con-
duct that governs members’ behavior
and constitutes accountability to
themselves and to you. Put the code
into governing policy. Include such
statements as “[ will respect the confi-
dentiality of privileged information;”
“[ will use data to represent all of my
constituents honestly and equally and

 refuse to surrender my responsibilities

to special interest or partisan political

groups;” and “I will request data as a
board, not as an individual, unless the
information is readily available and
will not redirect staff time.”

@ Provide the data on time, with an ex-
ecutive summary and in an understand-
able presentation.

Be honest in describing what the data
say about achievement or the lack of tar-
geted achievement. Deliver the data on
the agreed-upon dates for monitoring.
Logically this should occur throughout
the year as data arrive in the district.
Board members want to see the data, if
possible, before public consumption and
possible misinterpretation.

Arm board members with reality by
giving them your executive summary
analysis about gains and deficits and
what you intend to do about them so
they know the game plan. Caution: Do
not invite or tolerate their dictating
the means to improvement. That is up
to the professionals to make happen.

Forego the “dog and pony” show
presentation. Instead, focus attention
on the understandable points and lead
board members in thoughtful, analyti-
cal discussion. Make the presentation
one that can be used as they interact
with community groups.

Linda Dawson is director of the National School
Boards Foundation Duta Project and is president
of the Aspen Group International, P.0. Box
1777, Costle Rock, CO 80104, E-mail: ospen@
aspengroup.org.

Resources

@ “Improving School Board Deci-
sion-Making: The Data Connection.”
A practical guidebook with an accom-
panying video or CD. Contact Nation-
al School Boards Foundation at 703-
535-1604.

@ www.schoolboarddata.org. A web-
site of resources, including sample poli-
cies, a print and Powerpoint training
module, role plays for group presenta-
tion, sample data collection presenta-
tions and articles.

® On-Line Training. “Improving
School Board Decision Making: The
Data Connection.” Contact NSBA at
703-838-6722.
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continued from page 7

I looked ar various operations of the dis-
trict, how they planned, conducted pro-
gram evaluations, the kind of data they
looked ar. I asked questions about the
degree to which each program was sup-
ported by good organizational structures,
what links existed to professional devel-
opment.”

Since leaving the superintendency,
Streifer continues to promote data-driv-
en decision making. At the University
of Connecticut, he further developed his
model, collaborated with his Avon suc-
cessor, Richard Kisiel, on projects, and
completed a book, Using Data to Make
Better Educational Decisions, publishéd
earlier this year by AASA and Scare-
crow Education.

Dara-driven decision making,
Streifer says, is the inescapable furure of
educational administration. One-fifth of
the coursework in the educational lead-
ership program at his university is devot-
ed to the subject. “That’s a huge depar-
ture from when | was trained but times
have changed. People realize education
can’t be pushed forward any more based
just on hunches. You've got to have
good information thoroughly analyzed.”

But getting good information thor-
oughly analyzed can be daunting and
difficult. There are issues of cost, train-
ing and sheer complexity. Streifer says
superintendents have told him they
didn’t think data-driven decision mak-
ing would work for them because it
looked too complicated or they feared
their principals couldn't handle it.

But that’s no reason not to try, he
says. “You've got to have a healthy skep-
ticism. It’s possible to abuse or misuse
data. You can draw some dangerous or
wrong conclusions if you're not careful.
But on balance, I think it’s better to try
than to not try.”

What follows are snapshots of how
four different school districts around the
country have tried to use data in mean-
ingful ways, each grappling with the real
concerns and benefits of dara-driven de-
cision making.

Pluinfield Public Schools
The Plainfield school system is a so-
called Abbott district, one of 30 districts
in New Jersey identified by the state fol-
lowing a series of landmark New Jersey
Supreme Court rulings in 2001 as his-
torically underfunded and of special
need.

Plainfield serves roughly 7,600 stu-
dents, plus another 900 3- and 4-year-
olds in prekindergarten programs. Al-

Joshua Starr is divector of accountability for Plainfield, N ] ., Public Schools.

most three-fourths of the student popu-
lation are African-American with the
remainder mostly Latino. Sixty-five per-
cent of the students receive free or re-
duced-price lunches.

As a result of the Abbott decisions,
Plainfield now receives additional state
funding, but the money comes with
heightened expectations. For example,
the court mandated that every Abbott
district pursue a standards-based educa-
tion driven by state content standards
and supported by per-pupil funding
equal to spending in successful subur-
ban schools. The court said that new or
supplemental programs would be ex-
pected to “wipe out student disadvan-
rages” that are often endemic in poorer
urban districts.

But Joshua Starr, Plainfield’s director
of accountability, says district trustees
and administrators didn't want to build
the requisite accountability system
based solely on standardized test scores.
They wanted one that could be readily
evaluated by external entities but still
function well internally. “You have to
have a system that external entities like
the state or the public could use and un-
derstand,” Starr says, “but also one that
is embraced by rhose who have ro work
within it. We wanted a system chat en-
gendered the best aspects of internal ac-
countability, that promoted critical in-
quiry based on accurate data by all
stakeholders, that had regular check-
points but in a nonthreatening environ-
ment for decision makers.”

The initial challenge was simply
gathering information—raw data that
could be used to build ideas and pro-
grams and to make decisions or policies.
Among those in the information man-
agement business, it's called “data ware-

housing,” a term that aptly describes the
fundamental idea.

“Basically, what you're trying to do is
build a giant central repository of knowl-
edge, a database that is accessible ro
everyone in the district who can make
use of it to benefit students,” says Wells.
“The challenge with schools is that data
typically reside in so many places, all of
them different. It takes a huge commit-
ment of time, funding and energy at
every level to build an effective data
warehouse. Some large districts have
done so, but not many.”

“I went looking for data and there
were not any,” says Starr, “not unless |
wanted to print out reams of material,
then sit with an abacus erunching num-
bers. So I contracted with E-scholar
(one of numerous educational software
companies with data management pro-
grams) to help us gather and organize da-
ta—student information, attendance
figures.”

Starr calls this kind of information
“electronified,” meaning it’s already in a
form that is relatively easy to collect and
assess. However, its value can be limited.
Attendance figures, for example, only
reveal so much. To extract real insight
demands as much information and as
much diversity as possible.

“It’s an ongoing process. You're al-
ways trying to add other kinds of dara,”
Starr says.

Tougher but potentially more valu-
able data include things like staff devel-
opment information or lesson plans.
“Other kinds of material thar are harder
to collect are less obvious,” he adds. “It
all helps. If you use it right, it can identi-
fy patterns and trends.”

For example, Starr says he can take
simple data like arrendance and test

The School Administrator December 2002 9



scores and combine them in different
ways, broadening or narrowing the point
of interest. “I can look at student
achievement results on different tests,
then break them down by gender, grade
level, ethnicity.”

Adding more particulars sharpens the
picture.

“If certain students don’t seem to be
doing as well as they should, for exam-
ple, we can change the parameters to
look at common factors that might be
affecting them, such as class size, how
many are in the free-lunch program,” he
says. “It doesn't necessarily provide an-
swers. Often it just leads ro more ques-
tions. Bur you have to be asking the
right questions to get the right answers. ”

And what's the right question? Starr
says it’s simple: “Does this effort ... in-
crease the opportunity for kids to
achievel”

Answers vary, of course. And that
can be a rub, he adds. Scrutinizing data,
looking for patterns and trends, some-
times leads to multiple interpretations, a
fact that causes some people much con-

sternation.

That's when people fall back on test
scores Or newspaper stories as their pre-
ferred means of evaluation. “It's a con-
stant struggle to push ahead. We've set
up a communitywide task force on ac-
countability with staff support. When
schools do their end-of-the year reports,
we present them to the community. We
explain what was done, how and what to
expect next. Still, it’s a struggle to con-
vince people that test scotes are not the
only indicator of school quality. They
are just one indicator.

“For years, people at the school-site
level have said, ‘Don’t judge us just on
test scores. They don't show all that’s
going on,” Starr says.

“The question is in what other ways
can you present reality. People always
ask *What are the data? We've learned
to be flexible, to allow people to have
success and show it in other areas. For
example, a school might show that it
had excellent results getting parents in-
volved or that its kids were writing at a
higher level. These things wouldn’t nec-

The Lingo of Data-Driven Decisions

ata-driven decision mak-

ing, like most specialized

endeavors, has a language

of its own, some of which

can seem quite daunting.
Below is a glossary of some key terms
drawn from Using Data to Improve
Schools: What's Working, published by
AASA in 2002,

Data mining: The analysis of data
for relationships that previously have
not been discovered. :

Data warehouse: A central reposi-
tory for all or significant parts of the
data that a system collects. A data
warehouse typically is a database or
collection of databases existing in vir-
tual, rather than physical, space.

Decision support system: A com-
puter program application that ana-
lyzes and presents data so users can
make decisions more easily.

Disaggregated data: Data broken
down by specific student subgroups,
such as current grade, race, previous
achievements, gender and socioeco-
NOoMmic status. e

Formative assessment: Assess-
ment in which learning is measured at
several points during a teaching/learn-
ing phase, with the primary intention
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of obtaining information to guide fur-
ther teaching or learning steps. Form-
ative assessments include questioning,
comments on a presentation or intet-
viewing.

 Longitudinal data: Data measured
consistently from year to year 1o track
progress, growth and change over
time. True longitudinal studies elimi-
nate any students who were not pres-
ent and tested in each of the years of
the study.

- Perception data: Data that inform
educators about parent, student and

- staff perceptions about the learning

environment, which could also reveal
areas in need of improvement.

Qualitative data: Data based on in-
formation gathered from one-on-one
interviews, focus groups or general ob-
servations over time (as opposed to
quantitative data).

Quantitative data: Data based on
“hard numbers” such as enrollment
figures, dropout rates and test scores
(as opposed to qualitative data).

Summative assessment: An assess- -
ment at the end of a period of educa-
tion or training that sums up how a
student has performed.

essarily be reflecred in a single rest score.

“We allow them to use whatever data
best tells their story in relarion to the
rubric. This motivates people to collect
data. It increases the use of e-mail and
Excel to create spreadsheets. Every
school does an end-of-year report. Gen-
erally they all contain the same kinds of
evidence—attendance figures, test
scores—but some schools get really cre-
ative. One middle school, for example,
did a bunch of surveys of parents, teach-
ers and students. Another counted all of
the book titles in the school library to
check on diversity of authors and sub-
jects, then put out a report. If we at the
central office had dictated thar idea they
would have balked, I'm sure, but because
it was their idea, they pushed ahead on
their own and it was wonderful.”

Starr concedes not all schools or
school leaders have accepted the system
with equal enthusiasm. “Some schools
have not embraced it in the way we
hoped,” he says. A good chunk of that
reluctance can be attributed to varying
degrees of comfort with the process.
“Everybody is different. Everybody
comes at it from a different background,
different training. It's an ongoing thing.
[ have conversations every day with
principals, teachers, even parents.”

Collecting and dissecting data are
not ends unto themSEIVES, Starr 3ays.
They are processes that, hopefully, lead
to better decisions. “The system isn't
about where you are, but whether you're
moving, progressing. We can’t necessar-
ily control student outcomes, but we can
control issues like whether kids are safe,
teachers are well-trained and there are
adequate resources that will help stu-
dents meet standards and expectations.”

And all of that requires data.

Palo Alte Unified School District

The 9,500-student Palo Alto school dis-
trict sits on the northern edge of Califor-
nia's high-tech, high-profile Silicon
Valley, serving the city of Palo Alro,
part of Los Alcos Hills and the Stanford
University community. Seventy-six per-
cent of the annual budget derives from
property taxes, and the general fund ex-
penditure per pupil in 2000-2001 was
$8,943.

“We are obviously among the wealth-
ier districts,” says Cynthia L. Pino, asso-
ciate superintendent for educational
services, “but we also have the economic
and ethnic diversity you find in other
districts.”

Given its surroundings and clientele,

continued on page 12
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The Will and the Way of Data Use

BY LANCE ALWIN

am a peripatetic leader. As |

walk about, observing and en-

gaging in conversations with

members of our educational

community, | am absotbing, al-
beit unconsciously, mountains of raw
data. Almost imperceptibly, this
process will not only serve as the foun-
dation to necessary and meaningful re-
lationships with others (because of
how the data were “gathered"”), but the
data itself will become the grist of fu-
ture decisions relating to any number
of matters.

Notwithstanding my personal
process, data—how they arc collected,
how they are used and how they affect
the acquisition and use of resources—
are a big topic of concern in our 3,000-
student school district.

In our unique instance, we have
come to care dearly about the impact
that data collection and decision mak-
ing are having and will have upon the
culture of our educational community.

Changing Perceptions
Qur rural district had experienced sev-
eral decades of unsuccessful referen-
dum efforts to build new schools.

Once we received training from
AASA about using data to make deci-
sions, we saw an opportunity to rebuild
the eritical community-school con-
nections that must exist if we were to
receive support from our community
that, among other things, translated
into needed resources. The result has
been increased parent volunteerism in
and engagement with schools, greater
family participation rates in after-
school programming and significant
increases in local business partner-
ships. The basis for these improve-
ments was data collected via surveys
and focus groups wherein we simply
asked the community members, “How
can our schools be made to feel more
welcoming to you and your needs as
parents, families or community busi-
nesses?” To say the least, we were sur-
prised to discover they possessed many
answers, which up to that point we
hadn’t heard.

We knew that providing data to our
public meant that they had to ring
true. They didn’t want more “double

Lance Alwin with students

talk” from board members and admin-
istrators. The only way that would
happen was if community members
had a hand in crearing that informa-

tion and then were invited to talk

about the results. /

So we collected data at two distinct
levels: at the individual school level
and the community level. At the
school level, for instance, we collected
data on the school readiness of chil-
dren, which in turn drives local
preschool programming. At the dis-
trict level, we collected data regarding
community child-care needs, which
fueled policymaking efforts with regard
to the issue of school readiness.

As a result, these dara felt personal
to members of our community. They
became the basis of our ongoing com-
munity conversation about the shared
values and shared vision of who we are
and how we do business. In a word, it
created the “community of will” for
how we would proceed as a school dis-
trict.

A Means and an End

As the saying goes, the proof is in the
pudding. Since embarking on this more
community-sensitive, data-driven
course of interaction, our community
has supported two long-term capital
improvement and operations referen-
dums. They also have backed state and
federal grant applications by our dis-
trict for 21* Century Community

Learning Centers, Student Achieve-
ment Guarantee in Education and
Head Start programs, knowing full
well that when those grant dollars sub-
side, our district will need to find new
funding streams to maintain those
worthwhile learning programs for our
children.

We continue to bear a trust within
the educational community to provide
information about how we are doing
(accountability) that emanates from
meaningful and worthwhile dara. As
we continue our journey into data-driv-
en decision making, we have not lost
sight of the fact that data and their
purposes are not just a means to an
end. Rather they are both a means and
an end because we have moved our ed-
ucational community forward in ways
that strengthen the bonds of our
shared vision and the relationships
that serve that outcome. Walking into
our middle school, one can find space
dedicated to a thriving family resource
center and an infant care center, both
being the result of a data collection
process that exposed our community’s
common ground with regard to shared
values concerning children's readiness
for school.

Another way to think about what
we see in others and our school systems
is seeing their respective potentialities
rather than their deficiencies. We can
engage in thoughtful and meaningful
data-driven decision making that
brings us back full circle to the business
of what it is we do—educating. We can
engage in practices and policy setting
that affords others the opportunity to
change by drawing them out from
themselves and into community.

To achieve this we must ensure that
our organizations and the people who
work in them are places of reflection
and have all the skills that this entails.
That is why data-driven decision mak-
ing is so important to the lifeblood of
our learning community. [t provides
the grist upon which policies and prac-
tices of seeing potentialities rests and,
in turn, nourishes our will.

Lance Alwin is superintendent of Antigo Unified
School District, 201 South Dorr S1., Antigo, Wis.
54409, F-mail: lolwin@antigoschools.k12.wi.us
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continued from page 10

it is no surprise that Palo Alto long has
touted the benefits of dara-driven deci-
sion making. “When I came to the dis-
trict in 1999, dara-driven decision mak-
ing was already part of the district’s list
of goals and a lot of effort had already
been made,” Pino says.

“But the data were mostly aggregated,
monolithic collections of information
that were hard to break apart or use
when seeking particular answers. In re-
cent years, however, Pino says the dis-
trict has pushed hard to disaggregate the
information, breaking it down by gen-
der, sociceconomics, ethnicity and oth-
er categories.

Cymhia Pino

In the late 1990s, the California state
legislature passed laws outlining new
pupil promotion and retention require-
ments. The laws were intended to dis-
courage and eliminate the practice of so-

‘Helping Barbara Sullivan
[ive her American Dream

Before she had a third grade class, she had her own little “homeroom” of two
girls and a boy. And somehow she’s managed to treat them all with the same

love and care.

For over 50 years, we've put our retirement and pension products to work to help
401(k) make sure the American Dream has been safe and secure for the men and women
403y who work so hard to make all our lives beter. And the families they come home to,

457 But we're not about to stop now. We've done our homework, and come up with
ANNUITIES Programs that offer a serious choice of products. All without front-end charges,

TDA
RETIREMENT PLAN.

withdrawal fees or transfer charges; from a local salaried consultant you get to
know by name and who has a personal and professional interest in the financial
well being of thase we serve. For more information call us at 1-800-468-3785 or

LIFE INSURANCE  visit our web site at www.mutualofamerica.com

People like Barbara teach us lessons about hard work every day. Which is why it's
5o important that our programs score high marks.

MUTUAL OF AMERICA
the spint of America

320 Park Avenue, New Yark, NY 10022-6839 1 800 468 3785 wwwr.mutualofamerica.com
Mutual of America Life Insurance Company is a Registered Broker/Dealer
*For complete information on our varizble accumulation annuity produdts, indudin? all charges

and expenses, please refer to the applicable prospectuses which can be cbtained

rom Mutual of

America by calling 1-B0D-468-3785 and should be read carefully before investing.
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cial promotion based on factors not di-
rectly associated with the student’s mas-
tery of grade-level content. Specifically,
students would be retained if reading per-
formance was below grade-level stand-
ards in the 2™ and 3" grades or reading,
writing or math performance was below
grade level standards in the 4", 5" and
8" grades.

Pino says district officials locked at
the new laws and decided they needed
to broaden how they measured student
progress. “We've never locked ourselves
into norm-referenced tests,” she says.
“We like and want multiple measures
not based on any one assessment. This
includes teacher judgment.”

Even before new promotion and re-
tention requirements, Palo Alto had in-
tervention plans in place to identify stu-
dents whose achievement was below
grade level. But the Palo Alto board re-
sponded by adopting a more rigorous
policy, one that not only identifies stu-
dents but ensures each is linked to a
“quality intervention,” says Pino, such as
after-school tutoring and summer litera-
cy labs.

Called “Kid by Kid,” the program is
clearly data-driven and data-intensive.
It draws upon a host of informational
sources: state-mandated tests, content
standards tests, writing tests and various
diagnostic tests that are given at the be-
ginning of a school year to establish
baseline abilities.

“One of the goals is to be able to
monitor the child throughout the year,”
says Becki Cohn-Vargas, director of ele-
mentary education. “We want teachers
to be able to look at what's effective and
what’s not.”

It's a huge undertaking, one that the
district has been steadily working at for
several years. “It’s an evolution,” Cohn-
Vargas says. “You have to balance the
kinds of information you want with how
much you want to test. You've got to fig-
ure out what to do with the data, then
train teachers how to use them.”

Evolution works slowly. Some princi-
pals and teachers want more data. “They
ask for more analysis, which can be hard
to provide, but is a wonderful problem to
have,” Pino says. Others, though, feel
they are being given more information
than they need or the wrong information.

“We try to make the data useful and
friendly,” Pino says.

But obviously it's a work in progress.
Individual school sites cannot directly ac-
cess data. [nstead, principals must request
what they want or need from the central

continued on page 14
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14 The School Administrator

Dan O Donnell (center), superintendent of Francis Howell School District in St. Charles, Mo.,
confers with staff.

Additional Resources

As the use of data-based decision mak-
ing grows, so will resources to support
it. This list should not be considered
comprehensive or complete but rather
a starting point. i ;

Reports
“At Your Fingertips: Using Everyday
Data to Improve Schools,” MPR Associ-
ates, www.mprinc.com/pubs/1998.heml
“Comprehensive School Reform:
Research-Based Strategies to Achieve
High Standards,” WestEd, www.wested.
orglesrdfguidebooktoc hem
“Data-Based Decision-Making,”
Narional Association of Elementary
School Principals, www.naesp.org
“Improving School Board Deci-.
 sion-Making: The Data Connection,”
National School Boards Foundation,
703-838-6722 or info@nsbf.org
“Making Good Choices,” North Cen-
tral Regional Educational Laboratory,
www.ncrel.orglesrifeoolsimakegood.pdf
“School CSR Self-Assessment
Tool,” Northwest Regional Educa-
tional Laboratory, www nwrel.org/

csrdpftool2 . pdf

Books

Continuous Improvement Tools in Edu-.
cation by Richard Chang and Daniel
Dalziel, American Productivity and
Quality Center, Houston, Texas

Designing and Using Databases for
Schaol Improvement by Victoria Bern-
hardt, Eye on Education, Larchmont,
N.Y. ;

Results, The Key to Continuous
School Improvement by Michael
Schmoker, Association for Supervi-
sion and Curriculum Development,
Alexandria, Va.

December 2002

School Portfolio Toolkit by Victoria

Bernhardt, Eye on Education, Larch-
Ny
~ Using Data te Improve Scheols:

What's Working, AASA, www.aasa.

orgleas/UsingDataTolmproveSchools. pdf.
Using Data to Make Educational De-

cisions by Philip Streifer, Scarecrow

Education, Lanham, Md.

 Websites e :
. AASA’s website includes resources for

school districts seeking to learn more
about data-driven decision making.
The links include software tools, fed-
eral government information, reports
on value-added assessment and sample

accountability plans. www.agsa.org/

issues_and_ insights/technology/ :

' National Center for Educationa
Accountability, created by the Educa-
tion Commission of the States, the
University of Texas at Austin and Just

for the Kids, has developed a site to -
 expand states’ knowledge on the use of
 data to monitor, analyze and improve

student and school performance.
www.ecs.orglhtml/project.asp? projectID
=26

National Center for Research on
Evaluation, Standards and Student

Testing, also known as CRESST, pro-

motes the development and use of

evaluation and testing techniques to

assist with informed decision making.
wevw.cse.ucla.edu

National Study of School Evalua-
tion has compiled a comprehensive
series of publications and services to
support data-driven and research-
based school improvement planning.
Wwww.nsse.org :

continued from page 12
office, though Pino says new software
eventually will make it possible to con-
vert the system to a Web-based service.
“We've come a long way, but then the
board and district have made this a prior-
ity for a number of years, long before [ got
here. They recognize the value of good
data here. It’s part of the culture.”

Francis Howell School District

The Francis Howell School District
sprawls over 250 square miles of eastern
Missouri, northwest of St. Louis. The
student population is big, too, 18,600
students, making it the fifth largest dis-
trict in the state.

A few years ago, Francis Howell had
big problems, too. For 18 months in
1997 and 1998, an outdated, inadequare
computing system spewed inaccurate da-
ta abour student arrendance. Rather
than counting kindergarten students
based on instructional hours, as state
funding formulas required, the system
recorded them as full-time students.

“The district’s mainframe was run-
ning old programs on old servers that
were operating at way over capacity,”
says Superintendent Dan O'Donnell.
“The information wasn’t stored or
backed up off-site. And nobody was ver-
ifying it, making sure it was accurate.”

The result: The state overpaid Fran-
cis Howell by $7.5 million. Worse, dis-
trict trustees and administrators had
based spending on these erroneous pro-
jections, which suggested they needed a
lot more teachers and resources. When
district auditors discovered the problem
in 1999, officials knew they faced a huge
problem: The state would want its mon-
ey back and the district, which had over-
hired, would be forced to make painful
cuts in personnel and services. The erisis
prompred one superintendent to depart
on a medical leave. His replacement re-
tired less than a year later. Then in
2000, O’Donnell took over.

He and the school board negotiated a
repayment program spread over five
years. Then they took the first steps to-
ward making the necessary cuts that
would free up money for the state.

Bad data collection had gotten the
district into trouble. O’Donnell figured
good data collection could help get it
out. He junked the old system, bought
new servers, expanded storage and hired
new information and systems personnel.
Then he started collecting all kinds of
data, running them through different
test situations. “We starred using data
the correct way, asking how the infor-
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A Forum for Becoming Data Savvy

BY RAYMOND YEAGLEY

s a superintendent, you may
never have heard of the Na-
tional Forum on Education
Statistics. 1 didn’t know
much about it either until a
few years ago when I was appointed to
represent local education agencies
from my state on this national body.

I've discovered the forum is a terrif-
ic vehicle for preventing me from rein-
venting many wheels or from having to
revamp my district’s data-collection
processes to meet federal standards.
With enactment of No Child Left Be-
hind, the need for local school leaders
to understand data collection and use
has moved squarely from the “nice to
know” into the “absolutely crucial”
arena.

The forum, in conjunction with the
National Center for Education Statis-
tics, has a wealth of free, high-quality
reports that can inform the work we do
as school district leaders, especially as
we try to meet new state and federal re-
porting mandates.

Some forum publications that have
been particularly useful for my districe
include “Protecting the Privacy of Stu-
dent Records” (a guidebook and
brochure that clarify many require-
ments of the Family Education Rights
and Privacy Act), “Technology @
Your Fingertips” (a process for getting
the best technology solution for your
schools) and “Building an Automated
Student Record System” (guidelines to
assist in selecting or building an elec-
tronic database for student records).

Nontechnical Style

The National Forum on Education
Statistics is constantly working on new
publications, many of them aimed art
meeting the needs of school districe
leaders. For example, we anticipate a
February 2003 release of a publication
addressing the nontechnical aspects of
design, content and policy develop-
ment for school district websites and
Internet use. It also will include a tech-
nical chapter on Intetnet security for
network administrators.

Forum publications generally are
not technical reports for statisticians.
They contain clear, practical informa-
tion to help school leaders collect and

Raymond Yeagley

use data to improve the operation of
their schools. A case in point is a re-
cent publication, “Safety in Numbers,”
which provides information on using
data to improve school safety. Last year
my district struggled with a harassment
issue that disrupred the smooth opera-
tion of our high school for almost nine
months. Had we known of and used
the procedures described in this new

standing and use of the data quality
procedures found in forum publica-
tions could have prevented the loss.

In addition, forum products have
addressed other topics of relevance to
school district leaders, including docu-
ments defining staff and student data
elements and indicators, data quality
guidelines addressing accuracy of edu-
cation data, a facilities handbook that
helps districts to improve management
of their fixed assets, and security guide-
lines for protecting sensitive informa-
tion within computer networks.

Eosy Access

So how does one access and obrain the
forum's products? The easiest way is
through its website at www.nces.gov/
forum. From this page, you can down-
load a publication, order a free single
print copy or purchase multiple copies
from the Government Printing Office
at a nominal price.

Interested superintendents can
keep up on forum activity by periodi-
cally visiting the website. You also can
receive automatic notices of new pub-

“Inferested superintendents can keep up on forum
activity by periodically visiting the website.”

publication for obtaining and manag-
ing information about bullying, I be-
lieve we would have handled some as-
pects of the situation differently and
may have prevented it altogether. We
already are making changes.

Lack of data knowledge and effec-
tive data-management systems in local
school districts can be costly in other
ways. Some state and federal reports
are so complex that it is easy to miss
what should be obvious.

Recently [ heard about a school dis-
trict that had under-reported its spe-
cial education population for several
years. Last year, the district reported a
disabled population of 6 percent when
the actual number was more than 17
percent. It’s hard to guess how many
federal dollars have been lost for the
children in that district as a result of
incorrect reporting. A local under-

lications from the National Forum on
Education Statistics and the National
Center for Education Statistics by
signing up for e-mail notices at
nees.ed.govfnewsflash/.

At first, I was skeptical about the
usefulness of forum publications at the
local level, knowing that it was origi-
nally conceived as a federal and state
partnership. However, in recent years
the forum has expanded both its mem-
bership and its focus to address lacal
needs. | invite you to take a look for
yourself.

Rochester School Department, 150 Wakefield
Sireet, Suite B, Rochester, NH 03867 E-mail
yeagley@rochesterschools.com. He will serve
as chair of the National Forum on Education
Statistics until July 2003 and is the first
superintendent to hold the position.

The School Administrator
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Dan O Donnell (center), superintendent of Francis Howell School District in St. Charles, Mo.,
confers with staff.

Additional Resources

As the use of data-based decision mak-
ing grows, so will resources to support
it. This list should not be considered
comprehensive or complete but rather
a starting point. i ;

Reports
“At Your Fingertips: Using Everyday
Data to Improve Schools,” MPR Associ-
ates, www.mprinc.com/pubs/1998.heml
“Comprehensive School Reform:
Research-Based Strategies to Achieve
High Standards,” WestEd, www.wested.
orglesrdfguidebooktoc hem
“Data-Based Decision-Making,”
Narional Association of Elementary
School Principals, www.naesp.org
“Improving School Board Deci-.
 sion-Making: The Data Connection,”
National School Boards Foundation,
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tral Regional Educational Laboratory,
www.ncrel.orglesrifeoolsimakegood.pdf
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Tool,” Northwest Regional Educa-
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Continuous Improvement Tools in Edu-.
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Dalziel, American Productivity and
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N.Y. ;

Results, The Key to Continuous
School Improvement by Michael
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eral government information, reports
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' National Center for Educationa
Accountability, created by the Educa-
tion Commission of the States, the
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 expand states’ knowledge on the use of
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student and school performance.
www.ecs.orglhtml/project.asp? projectID
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National Study of School Evalua-
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series of publications and services to
support data-driven and research-
based school improvement planning.
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office, though Pino says new software
eventually will make it possible to con-
vert the system to a Web-based service.
“We've come a long way, but then the
board and district have made this a prior-
ity for a number of years, long before [ got
here. They recognize the value of good
data here. It’s part of the culture.”

Francis Howell School District

The Francis Howell School District
sprawls over 250 square miles of eastern
Missouri, northwest of St. Louis. The
student population is big, too, 18,600
students, making it the fifth largest dis-
trict in the state.

A few years ago, Francis Howell had
big problems, too. For 18 months in
1997 and 1998, an outdated, inadequare
computing system spewed inaccurate da-
ta abour student arrendance. Rather
than counting kindergarten students
based on instructional hours, as state
funding formulas required, the system
recorded them as full-time students.

“The district’s mainframe was run-
ning old programs on old servers that
were operating at way over capacity,”
says Superintendent Dan O'Donnell.
“The information wasn’t stored or
backed up off-site. And nobody was ver-
ifying it, making sure it was accurate.”

The result: The state overpaid Fran-
cis Howell by $7.5 million. Worse, dis-
trict trustees and administrators had
based spending on these erroneous pro-
jections, which suggested they needed a
lot more teachers and resources. When
district auditors discovered the problem
in 1999, officials knew they faced a huge
problem: The state would want its mon-
ey back and the district, which had over-
hired, would be forced to make painful
cuts in personnel and services. The erisis
prompred one superintendent to depart
on a medical leave. His replacement re-
tired less than a year later. Then in
2000, O’Donnell took over.

He and the school board negotiated a
repayment program spread over five
years. Then they took the first steps to-
ward making the necessary cuts that
would free up money for the state.

Bad data collection had gotten the
district into trouble. O’Donnell figured
good data collection could help get it
out. He junked the old system, bought
new servers, expanded storage and hired
new information and systems personnel.
Then he started collecting all kinds of
data, running them through different
test situations. “We starred using data
the correct way, asking how the infor-
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mation could help us decide what was
best for kids, what cuts we could make
that would do the least harm.”

It was a painful paradigm shift. “Man-
agement in the district had been by in-
stinct,” O'Donnell says. “People made
decisions based on what felt like the
right thing to do. Often that meant just
pushing more money at something.”

One immediate improvement was ac-
curacy.

“Under the old system, we couldn't
even get accurate staff counts or faculty
lists. They would include retirees or
short-term subs, for instance, or inaccu-
rate information on years of service,
tenure status and salary step,” says
O'Dannell.

The problem of bad information ex-
tended all the way down to basic student
attendance and enrollment information.
“Nort only was the data flawed, but it of-
ten took weeks to get a report out of the
system and there was no verification
process to test accuracy.”

The district’s revamped system cor-
rected these problems and helped point
to where cuts could be made. Many dis-
trice personnel left through actririon.
Most positions were not refilled. The
few new hires, O'Donnell says, were re-
quired to show at least some familiaricy
and acceptance of data-driven decision
making.

For those already on staff, the district
began an extensive training program
headed by a new chief information offi-
cer, Kevin Palmer.

“Part of that process included a train-
ing program for all staff in our central of-
fice, out to all building administrators
and then to all faculty and staff on the
program components they needed to
deal with, such as grading, discipline, da-
ta use and analysis. Professional devel-
opment is a key to the continued success
of the system.”

Things are looking pretty good at pres-
ent too. In just three years, the district
rrimmed $23 million and paid off the
state early.

But O’'Donnell says that's not the end
of the story. The availability of good da-
ta—and people who know what to do
with them—means the district can now
find ways to recover cut programs. “We
had a good reputation and lofty goals,
but we lost a lot of credibility when the
public learned we couldn't manage our
money. That's changed and we're now
trying to rebuild that trust.”

It might take awhile, he says, but the
district will get there.

He’s got the numbers to prove it.

Larry Walling
Rio Rancho Public Schools

Eight years ago, the Rio Rancho school
district was born, splitting off from the
larger Albuquerque district. Local lead-
ers and parents wanted greater control
and self-determinarion.

Three years ago, the district began re-
ceiving student achievement data from
the state, part of a broad-based educa-
tional reform and accountability effort.
But the district was at a loss. It had no
established system to effectively make
sense of the numbers.

“The district had always had compo-
nents of data-driven decision making,
mostly in human resources and finance,”
says Larry Walling, an instructional data
analyst. “But the district as a whole had
never really looked at student achieve-
ment data or made organizational deci-
sions based on them.”

The Rio Rancho board determined
that radical changes needed to be made
and that someone from the outside
should be brought in to implement
them. “It wasn't a totally popular deci-
sion,” says Walling, “because Rio Ran-
cho is a very site-oriented district.”

The board hired Manny Rodriguez, a
former principal in Texas, as assistant
superintendent. (Rodriguez has moved
on to become the superintendent in
Roswell, N.M.) “I came specifically to
help with the accountability program,
which was just getting started in New
Mexico,” says Rodriguez. “My job was to
help move the district forward in terms
of using data for learning and achieve-
ment.”

One of Rodriguez’ first moves was to
hire Walling. The second was to intro-
duce the Baldrige framework, a business-
based assessment model created in the
wake of a White House conference on
competition and productivity and
named afrer the late Secretary of Com-
merce Maleolm Baldrige. The Baldrige
model called for, among other things,
weekly classroom evaluations of stu-
dents so that teachers could pinpoint
learning issues and respond immediate-

ly. Independent consultants were
brought in to train reachers and admin-
istrative staff on dara collecrion and
analysis and on what constituted best in-
structional practices.

Implementation was not easy. It in-
volved four basic steps—planning, do-
ing, studying effects and acting—with
each step then broken down into seg-
mented components, says Rodriguez. For
example, the component on instruction-
al process includes separate sections on
how to break down complex data, devel-
op timelines and create student inter-
vention programs, such as enrichment
classes or tutorials.

“The process is complex, but once
you learn it, it's pretry simple ro do,” Ro-
driguez says. Walling acknowledges
some initial shock among district per-
sonnel, bur adds, “Once they got over
the newness of it, they saw data could be
very useful.”

And not just in terms of monitoring
student performance. Rodriguez and
Walling also collected data about profes-
sional development. They surveyed
teachers about their needs, then corre-
lated those findings with student
achievement, specifically in three target
areas: reading, math and special needs.

As aresult, new professional develop-
ment programs were created and tailored

Manny Rodriguez

to help both teachers and, ultimately,
students. “It has worked out well,”
Walling says.

“It’s been a big commitment. There's
a huge investment in technology, espe-
cially if you're starting from scrarch. But
the school board has embraced the idea.
They’ve gone through training them-
selves. And the community seems to
support it too, especially business.” W
Scott LaFee is  writer for The Union Tribune in
San Diego. E-mail: scott.lafee@uniontrib.com
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