Data-Based Decision-Making is an important component of the National Education Technology Plan.  The need for more and better use of data is a common thread described by advocates from many areas, ranging from management theory (Drucker, 1966, 2001) to economics (e.g., Hess, 2002).  School effects researchers have long been advocates of data use as a necessary component of successful schools (e.g., Edmonds, 1979; Stringfield, 2003; Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000).  

Not surprisingly, the 1988 and 1994 reauthorizations of Title I, and the 2002 No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation have mandated progressively increasing usage of student data for school improvement.  NCLB mandates a significant increase in the gathering, aggregation, and upward reporting of student-level data.  The provisions of NCLB have not only brought attention to school data use, but have also served to hasten data use.  As Earl and Katz (2002) note, data use is now not a choice for school leaders, but a must.  Additionally, it is important to recognize that data use is important for teachers; it is at the classroom level where the greatest amount of influence on student learning lies (Wayman & Stringfield, 2003).

Despite these initiatives and calls for schools to become “data-rich,” many schools are not.  This is not due to a lack of data – schools, districts, and governments have collected large amounts of student data for years.  Rather, tools to access and learn from data are often lacking.  Consequently, many schools are “data-rich,” but “information-poor.”

Part of what has been lacking in educational reform has been efficient mechanisms for facilitating deep analyses of data, and offering this information at the classroom level.  There are new technologies now available that alleviate this problem, and many are commercially-available.  These tools allow efficient organization of data, along with user-friendly presentation that allows data access and exploration by users of every sophistication.  These tools not only facilitate reporting and accountability requirements such as those of NCLB, but offer a great advance toward the realization of data-based decision-making to inform classroom practice and create “information-rich” learning environments.

We recently completed a technical report on such tools and issues relevant to their use and implementation (Wayman, Stringfield, & Yakimowski, 2004).  This report also contains reviews of commercially available products.  The entire report is available on the internet at http://www.csos.jhu.edu/crespar/techReports/Report67.pdf.  Additionally, we have launched a website on educator data use, http://www.csos.jhu.edu/systemics/datause.htm.  This site will provide updates of software reviews and further research.  
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