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Most states, and the federal government with its www.schoolresults.org web site, are thinking of data-driven decision-making at the macro level. These “big data” from state and/or NAEP assessments, when reported at the state and/or district level, are primarily useful for large-scale policy-making as they help politicians and other educational policy makers determine broad goals and directions for educational improvement and/or funding.

Recognizing that they have additional data needs that are closer to home, many school districts are investing in data management and analysis (DMA) systems, also referred to as data warehouses. These district-level databases combine state and other testing data with student demographic, transportation, special education, grading, attendance, discipline, and other information. Some databases include human resources and/or financial data as well, thus creating powerful databases that allow for the linking of data from all aspects of the educational enterprise by using student, employee, building, and other identification numbers. These data are more useful and relevant to the daily practice of district- and school-level educators than those from the state, but the best we will ever achieve from the assessment data is that they serve as good baseline information for a given school and/or classroom teacher. Because of their once-a-year nature (typically), state assessment data; testing company data such as ITBS, SAT9, Terranova, NWEA, and the like; and other similar data are not useful to inform the day-to-day instructional needs of classroom teachers. Because of the way many states / districts employ these data, they are often referred to as “autopsy data” because they are “dead on arrival”: the assessments are given in the spring, summarized in the summer, and schools and teachers receive the data in the fall on the kids that they had last year, thus making no meaningful impact on student learning. A data-savvy school system will report this annual testing data out at not just the school or grade level but also the classroom teacher level; otherwise the teacher will be left to wonder “Which of these kids in the larger aggregation are mine? Where are my scores? Where is my information?” This data-savvy school system also will give teachers not only the information on last year’s students but also longitudinal information on past performance of the teachers’ students, broken out by substrands, so that they can identify historical strengths and weaknesses in their teaching. Furthermore, the data-savvy school system also will give teachers information on this year’s current group of students so that they can identify and target learning needs for the current school year and so that they can set measurable instructional goals that are aligned with school and district priorities.

Still, however, these data can only serve as good baseline data – they do nothing to inform the day-to-day instructional practice of the classroom teacher as he or she works with students. Thus a third level of data needs to be in place – some system of ongoing, frequent, formative assessment data that can inform teachers of students’ ongoing learning needs while they still have the chance to adjust instruction, engage in educational interventions, etc. Such a system of data collection, analysis, and reporting needs to be in place in every school building – one that can handle the daily or weekly data collection needs of teachers, much like an electronic gradebook, but also allows for good disaggregated analysis and reporting. Microsoft Excel templates can be used for this purpose. The suite of products from Renaissance Learning is intended to serve this purpose, as is an upcoming addition to TetraData’s EASE-E data warehousing solution. There may be other products as well, and more are needed, particularly in subjects outside math, reading, and science.
Much greater attention needs to be paid to the building-level aspects of data-driven decision-making. There is very little real-time access to data at the building level in most districts; data still reside primarily at the district level. Districts typically think in terms of DMA systems and have paid little attention to the ongoing frequent formative assessment needs (and the accompanying data collection and analysis needs) of teachers. Yet it is this ongoing, frequent collection and analysis of classroom-level data that is the primary engine of instructional improvement because these data are what allow teachers the opportunity to adjust their instructional strategies while their students are still before them. Moreover, as the psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has noted, the establishment of meaningful goals, when combined with frequent feedback, contributes to long-term psychological and job satisfaction. Teachers who have the ability to set meaningful instructional goals and then benchmark progress along the way by receiving frequent formative feedback on the success (or lack thereof) of instructional strategies not only have better student learning results but also are more empowered to be successful teachers and instructional change agents. In K-12 education, we have typically deprived educators of the ability to receive frequent feedback by our reliance on annual, summative assessments, to the detriment of student learning and organizational success. Any national educational technology priorities pertaining to data-driven decision-making should recognize that all three levels of data are needed, particularly if the intent of the national plan is to help schools make meaningful impacts upon student learning.
Other issues also exist pertaining to data-driven decision-making. Clearly professional development and adequate technology capacity (hardware and software) are issues for most school districts. Additionally, as Schmoker has noted, teacher isolation is killing our schools’ opportunities for growth – we need to find mechanisms for teachers to meet more frequently so that they can meaningfully interact around ongoing student data and identify effective educational strategies and interventions to improve student learning. Finally, many small and/or rural districts cannot afford DMA systems but still have the same data collection and analysis needs as the districts that can afford such systems – this raises important equity and access issues that need to be addressed.
The next iteration of the national educational technology plan should reflect the full complexity of school systems’ data-driven decision-making needs if priorities are established in this area.
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