Michael Gibbs

14 American School Board Journal ■ www.asbj.com ■ July 2012

Copyright 2012 National School Boards Association. All rights reserved. This article may be printed
out and photocopied for individual or noncommercial educational use (50 copy limit), but may not
be electronically re-created, stored, or distributed; or otherwise modified, reproduced, transmitted,
republished, displayed or distributed. By granting this limited license, NSBA does not waive any of
the rights or remedies otherwise available at law or in equity. By granting permission to use of our
materials, NSBA does not intend to endorse any company or its products and services.

Del Stover

Making
Data Work for

You

New, even veteran, board members find it intimidating or confusing.
But you’re now expected to make decisions based on numbers and percentages.
How do you make sense of it all?
n assistant superintendent wraps up a
lengthy, data-filled presentation at your
monthly board meeting and, quite
frankly, you’re relieved when she’s finished. She threw too much information
at you and, after 45 minutes, it was
becoming increasingly difficult to focus
on what she was saying.
While you’re relieved, you’re also frustrated. A lot of the
data didn’t mean that much to you, other than to confirm
what you already knew—that some of your students aren’t
doing well on state test scores. And her report offered no
clue as to what your school board can do to support future
academic gains.
So what good was all of that data?
You aren’t the first to ask that question. For all of the talk
of data-driven decision-making, many new board members—and quite a few board veterans—struggle to make
good use of the data available to them. That’s particularly
true when looking at data focused on instruction and student achievement. It’s easy enough to look at overall test
scores, for example, to learn if district students are reading
at grade level. But it’s not so easy to “drill down” into the
data and identify exactly why some students are struggling.
It’s even harder to use data to guide your school board in
finding the best solutions to improve classroom instruction.

A
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That has to change. Data is a powerful tool for school
boards, says Katheryn Gemberling, a nationally known consultant on data-driven leadership and retired deputy superintendent of Maryland’s Montgomery County Public
Schools. “It’s really important to understand exactly what
data you need as a board—and how you can use that data
well.”
Where to start?

One way to look at this issue is to consider the various roles
a board can play in the use of data. Even the most novice
board members understand, for example, that one of their
key roles is to be good stewards of the district—and to hold
school personnel accountable for students’ instructional
success.
So how does data help the board fulfill this role? What
benchmarks or criteria do you use to evaluate the successes and failures of your superintendent and district leadership? And how do you determine whether good instruction
is occurring in your schools? If 70 percent of third-graders
at your elementary school are proficient in reading, is that a
huge success or a disturbing failure?
Such questions help you narrow the selection of data
you’ll need. No doubt your board already has determined
what information it thinks is important, but you may have
your own ideas of what data matters. Or you may be at a
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total loss in analyzing the data you’re already given.
Not to worry. The first place to start is to ask for someone to sit down with you and bring you up to speed. If you
believe additional data might be revealing, raise your ideas
at an appropriate time.
Joe Wehrli, director of board development for the
Oregon School Boards Association, says any data—and particularly any benchmarks or goals—used for accountability
must be mutually agreed on by the board and superintendent.
“They need to be very specific and laser-focused in their
discussion with the administration about what achievement
expectations they are after ... to identify specifically what
types of assessments they’ll use,” he says. “If you’re holding
district personnel accountable for their work, you’ve got to
set expectations ... and you have a responsibility to provide
the resources for the work.”
Consistency also is important. A school board shouldn’t
hesitate to look at new data if it can be useful, but it’s important to track the same data over time. Any progress on test
scores—or any evidence of success with a new remedial
program—only will be revealed with time.
And apples cannot be compared to oranges. Data needs
to include what the district leadership agrees is important.
If individual board members start making too many personal requests for data, it’s easy to inundate the central office
with additional work.
“There is a tendency to get data in a million different
areas,” says Susan Rountree Salter, director of board development for the Alabama Association of School Boards. “But
we caution boards to work with their leadership team to figure out what data they need and to prioritize where they
want to start looking at data. You can overwhelm a central
office in a red-hot hurry.”
Consider the basics

To determine which data is the most useful, experts say, it’s
important to understand a few basic concepts: One is the
power of comparisons. Consider that earlier example of an
elementary school where 70 percent of third-graders read at
grade level. What does that really tell you?
Every time you look at data to determine how your
schools are doing, you need to ask, “Compared to what?”
Gemberling says. “What was your target? How does this
compare to the last time we took this same measure? Are
we improving, maintaining the status quo, losing ground? If
we didn’t make our target, are we closer than before?”
How information is presented to the board also makes a
difference, says Steven Ultrino, a former board member for
Massachusetts’ Malden Public Schools. His doctoral studies
looked at how school boards can impact student learning.
In his former district, he says, school officials use a common format when presenting data, which is useful, for
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example, in tracking the efforts of principals as they work
on their school improvement plans.
That consistency extends to such details as color coding
on charts and tables—such as using green for proficient levels of academic achievement or red for below-proficient
levels. It is one of many practices, he says, that allow board
members to more quickly grasp what the data is saying.
“Data needs to be clear,” Ultrino says. “It needs to be
consistent.”
Guiding the future

Accountability, however, isn’t enough. It’s one thing to put
the superintendent on the spot after a three-year effort to
boost reading test scores; it’s another to use data to help
determine why that effort failed—or what to try next.
Astonishingly, school boards frequently fail to take that
extra step. They complain about the results and leave it to
the administration to fix, or they set aside the data and turn
to anecdotal evidence, gut feelings, or staff recommendations to decide the district’s next response. They don’t recognize how data can help understand the root causes of low
test scores, make clear why an intervention strategy isn’t
working, and decide whether to revamp or abandon an initiative.
“That’s the biggest ‘ah-ha moment’ I’ve had in 20 years in
working with data—that there’s accountability data and
instructional improvement data,” says Ronald Thomas,
associate director of the Center for Leadership in Education
at Maryland’s Towson University. “School boards need
[data] to deeply delve into the next set of questions ... what
do students know, what do they not know, and what are we
going to do about it.”
For some, this observation will seem obvious. But it
won’t surprise you to learn that few board members have
any training in data analysis, so they don’t always know
what data to request or how to look at it. Even administrators can be uncertain about how to present the data that
will help guide the board to an effective strategy.
It can be a challenge. A simple test score chart, for example, can be sufficient to identify where schools are failing to
make adequate yearly progress. But what are the real factors at work? Is it student mobility? A young and inexperienced teaching staff? An incompetent principal?
Gemberling says board members need to be cautious when
looking for cause and effect.
“There’s not necessarily a correlation that one factor is
the cause of another,” she says
That’s why it can be useful to look at data in different ways.
Using a chart known as a scatterplot—and comparing school
poverty levels against academic growth—might provide some
surprising findings. A school serving an affluent neighborhood might report high test scores, yet its students may be
making minimal academic gains each year. Meanwhile, a
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When we understand the data, we are equipped to lead
David Sechler
Data can be intimidating, but it’s a fact of life
for every public school educator. As a
teacher and principal, I constantly used data
to guide my work with students and staff.
Today, as a school board member, I don’t
have access to the same detailed information that I once had, so I look for different
ways to use data to inform policy decisions.
In the fall of 2001, I was principal of Fifer
Middle School in Delaware’s Caesar Rodney
School District. The state instituted its own
pre-No Child Left Behind (NCLB) accountability system that worked on a two-year
testing cycle, but I was far too impatient to
wait two years for my school’s rating. A central office colleague helped me develop a
spreadsheet that mimicked the state’s calculations, allowing me to tell my staff what our
adequate yearly progress rating would have
been if the cycle ended after one year instead of two.
That was the beginning of creating a data
culture at Fifer. With NCLB, the spreadsheet
grew into a much more comprehensive
package that I called the School Data Packet. Each year’s packet contained graphs of
data pulled from the state department of education’s website; it was included in my welcome back packet to staff. I wrote a
one-paragraph analysis next to each graph
to inform my staff and to model how I wanted them to use the data.
Over the years, the packets became a
rich resource, with new graphs that compared our school scores to each year’s accountability targets, so we could see how
well we had done and how much we needed
to improve. As a staff, we worked our way
through aggregated data—information combined from several different groups—to data
disaggregated by group. Finally, we started
examining individual student scores and instructional needs indicators.
I retired in July 2006 and almost exactly
10 months later was elected to the school
board. The transition had its challenges, but I
felt my 30 years as a teacher and principal
prepared me to consider the educational issues our board would face. I was not, however, prepared for the transition from

practitioner to policymaker.
The board’s bigger picture

At local and state levels, I found that many
board members did not have a deep understanding of the data teachers and administrators use. Some board members were largely
unaware of the amount and types of data
available. Few, if any, knew what it was like to
work in a school with a strong data culture.
In my first few months on the board, I asked
the Delaware Department of Education about
getting “trainer” access to the data that I used
as a principal. I was informed, gently but firmly,
that I did not need it in my policymaking role.
For 30 years, I had access to data about my
students, but now that access was restricted.
As I gained more experience on the
board, I had to admit that Department of Education officials were right. Board members
don’t need to know the specific test scores
or instructional needs of individual students.
We did, however, need to know enough
about the data to monitor the progress of our
schools and the district to make good decisions about how to support our staff’s work
to improve student learning.
After a career of moving from wholeschool aggregated data to individual student
data, I needed to back off and look at the big
picture. As school board members and district leaders, we must be data informed, but
not in such a specific way. For us, data
serves as a leadership tool that helps us answer larger, broader questions.
This, of course, is the most important
point: It’s not the data itself, but the questions
it raises that are most important. We also
need to think about our schools and ask our
own questions, with answers provided by the
administration and supported by data.

mance targets? Are those percentages acceptable?
• Do we have schools or grade levels that
consistently break the patterns? Why are
they better or worse than the others?
• If our district is devoting extra resources
to K-3 reading instruction, are all students
reading on grade level by the end of third
grade? If not, why not? If so, do students stay
on grade level through graduation or do they
fall behind once the extra support ends?
• Does the data indicate that the longer
students go to our schools, the better they
perform? If not, why not?
• What percent of students come to us
with the knowledge and skills they need to
succeed in kindergarten? If the percent is
low, what resources do we need to provide
to get those few students on track by the
end of the year? If the percent is high, do we
need to consider providing pre-k programs?
Would it be more effective and more economical to spend money on bringing students up to age-appropriate performance
before they get to kindergarten than to rely
on remediation programs that provide help
only after students come to us several years
behind in their skills?
• As cohorts of students move through
our district (third to fourth grade, fourth to
fifth grade, and so on), does the percentage
of those performing at or above grade level
increase steadily?
• Do we see a correlation between report
card grades and student test scores?
When we understand the data, we are
equipped to lead—to lead by keeping the
district focused on answering critical questions, by constantly requesting information to
answer our own questions, and by making
the data inform fiscal and policy decisions
that will move our schools forward.

The data questions

Here are some data-related questions
school board members can and should ask.
All of these questions and many more can
be raised by the data that is available to you,
and for that matter, to the public.
• In each grade, what percentages of our
students are not meeting the state perfor-
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David Sechler (principalteacher@comcast.net)
is vice president of Caesar Rodney School
District Board of Education and president of
the Delaware School Boards Association. He
also serves as a coach for school administrators at the Delaware Academy for School
Leadership.
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The toughest
battle may be
convincing
your board
colleagues to
invest in their
own training.

school serving a low-income community may
score poorly on tests but is advancing children
by a grade and a half each year.
“When you look at a scatterplot, you look at
a pattern,” Gemberling says. “There may be
many factors [at work] ... Nothing is a simple
answer in any of this work. But the more comparisons you can make using the data, the better chance you have of getting a handle on
what’s happening.”
It’s not always so complicated. Data can
take many forms. William Parrett, director of
Boise State University’s Center for School
Improvement and Policy Studies, tells a story about a district that took a closer look at its calendar and subtracted
vacation days, holidays, and classroom time lost to professional development, teacher-parent conferences, early dismissals, athletic events, school assemblies, and the like.
“What this district found, when they counted it up, was
that their schools ended up with 13 to 15 eight-hour days of
instruction per subject per year.” Parrett says. “Is that
enough time to meet your state standards?”
No one expects board members to become experts in
data analysis. “The board does not need to be designing this
data and then choosing programs or finding solutions to fix
problems,” Salter says. “The board needs to say, ‘Let’s look
into the problem.’ ... Then the board turns it over to the
administration to [find the right data], to create a solution—
a plan for attacking the problem. The board’s role is to consider whether it can afford those things and allocate the
resources to make it happen.”
Capacity building

That sounds great as a general principle, but it doesn’t
improve your ability to analyze data. So how do you read
the data? What are the tricks and techniques to find the
answers you need?
Your answers are found in training—and not just for you
and your fellow board members. Even if school boards
could identify the district’s challenges and develop the best
responses on their own, they still need to make sure teachers and administrators can use data to turn the board priorities into day-to-day instructional practices. Your staff
needs to understand how to look at data to fix campus
problems.
“One of the board’s roles is to enable the superintendent
and staff to build up the capacity of teachers to do the kind
of data work we’re expecting them to do,” Thomas says.
That’s even more important given the findings of Harvard
University’s Ronald Ferguson, who says the widest variations in classroom instruction aren’t found among different
schools—but among different classrooms in the same
school. That’s true even within your highest-performing
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schools. Much of the work to bring about
instructional change will depend on what
happens within the schools.
“The story is inside the buildings,” he
says. “It’s how the stronger classrooms differ
from the weakest. We spend so much time
talking about great schools and troubled
schools, yet we’ve got great and troubled
classrooms in every building.”
So building human capacity—the ability
of principals and teachers to analyze data
and put it to use—is a key role of the school
board. What’s more, you need to be willing to
create a structure that allows staff the time to sit down
together and do this work. To make effective use of data,
you may need to modify school schedules to create time for
teachers and principals to work together to review their
data. Your district may need to upgrade its instructional
management system or data warehouse to provide the tools
for staff to pull it together in a useful way.
The toughest battle may be convincing your board colleagues to invest in their own training, as some undervalue
data’s usefulness or their need for training. That’s a huge
mistake, Ultrino says. Some of the most valuable training
he’s received from the Massachusetts Association of School
Committees was in data-driven decision-making.
“All of my work on my doctorate over four years didn’t
address what I learned in three hours,” he says.
“Professional development is key for board members.”
Such efforts will pay big dividends, but Salter notes
board members shouldn’t be surprised if they face some
staff pushback. “If the board has not been using data, and
suddenly they begin to want the data to make decisions and
hold people accountable, that can be a very scary thing for
your administrative team. That’s why it’s critical for the
board and leadership team to have some discussions—
work sessions or retreats—to look at why you want to look
at the data, what you will do with it, and then reassure the
staff that you’re not on a witch hunt.”
It’s a discussion you can’t have too soon, Gemberling
says. State and federal policymakers are increasingly intrusive in their school reform efforts, and that should raise
some concerns.
“Who is the driving force in education? Traditionally,
we’ve seen it as a local [matter] but people are beginning to
question that. So one of the things that I’m really convinced
of is a local school board that knows how to use data—how
to interpret it, and how to communicate its importance to
constituents—is the board that will stay in control of its
own local governance.” ■
Del Stover (dstover@nsba.org) is a senior editor of American
School Board Journal.
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