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Executive Summary


The initiation of the era of educational accountability brought with it an abundance of data on student performance in the form of outcome results from standardized tests. These test scores provide information for the teacher about her individual students and her classes in general. The data also provides the school with a detailed composite of the achievement levels of the entire school population. The achievement levels of students in our public school system reported through these scores provide snapshots as well as longitudinal data to faculty and staff. The use of data for instructional planning has the potential to positively impact the decisions teachers make regarding individual students and entire classes.

The standards-based movement with its shift from educational and financial inputs to achievement based outcomes brought on the need for more evidenced based data to supply information to teachers that could then be turned into knowledge to inform instruction. The use of this evidence based data rendered from standardized tests to inform instruction strengthens the reach of the No Child Left Behind legislation in that it holds every district, school, and each classroom accountable for the educational success of every child within the school system. Data use has become an expected linchpin for decision making within the classroom. While this data fueled analysis is now routine for educators in their practice, proficiency in its use remains in question.

Data from which a teacher can inform her instructional decisions abound in a classroom. Prior to the more formal collection and dissemination of one type of data from the district office in the form of standardized test scores, teachers gathered information about their students through accrued experience, intuition and an understanding of the socioeconomic underpinnings of their students. The information was based upon an unsystematic collection mechanism that relied on perception and judgment. The extracted knowledge was neither complete nor reliable by scientific standards, but served to inform teachers as to who was in their classrooms and how the students went about the process of learning. The capacity to distill data points into forms of information that provide knowledge to a district, school, and classroom is the essence of the issue facing Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools in their use of data to inform instruction.

The issue of teacher capacity and commitment to use data to inform instruction stimulates the project submitted by the MNPS Office of Assessment to conduct a research project that uncovers the range of data teachers are using to inform their instruction. The Request for Assistance from the Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools system calls for an 

…in-depth, qualitative analyses of teachers’ DDDM practices. The first capstone project focused primarily on principal data use and capacity, but did not provide the depth of information to adequately understand how and why teachers use data in their professional practice. 


The project specifically asks for analyses that examine data driven decision making at the “classroom-level; where teacher data driven decision-making meets student learning”. Required components for the design of the research study included qualitative methods of data collection to “explore teacher knowledge, attitudes, and behavior related to data driven decision making. (MNPS Capstone RFP) 


The design of the current study was grounded in the earlier 2006-07 Capstone, which sought to focus on uncovering the capacity of current MNPS principals to train teachers to use data. The RFP for the 2006-07 Capstone specifically asked the Project Team to 

(1) Evaluate the scope of principal data use 

(2) Assess how well the district’s data training strategies are aligned with data use 
needs 

(3) Develop recommendations for improved data training strategies


The findings of the 2006-07 Capstone prompted recommendations centered around investing in teacher leadership, creating expectations for more leadership development opportunities, increasing the resources principals can focus on developing their leadership skills, creating an induction program for teachers and principals, and finding funding sources outside of the budget process to support the efforts of the district to build capacity of data use among the school leadership and faculty.


This context drove the design of our study. We focused on the data use in the MNPS middle schools division level. The MNPS statistics along with the national data regarding achievement gaps for 8th grade African American males shows that this group of students demands our attention. The MNPS school district enrolls 75,000 students in 133 schools. The district is under corrective action by the state of Tennessee. Seventy-eight percent of the district high schools (11) are on the NCLB High Priority List; a list that indicates schools that fail to meet benchmark criteria for proficiency rates in English and Math for one or more subgroups within the school population for one year or more. Sixty percent of the middle schools are on this list as well. Only 11% of elementary schools in the district are on the list. 

This Ed.D. Capstone project guided through the Department of Leadership Policy & Organization sought to work with the Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools district to evaluate the knowledge, skills, and behavior of teachers as they use data to drive instructional practices. MNPS charged the research team with the job of describing the current situations and events surrounding the use of data to inform instruction in its teacher corps. As such, the key purposes for this research study were descriptive and exploratory in nature. 

After an examination of the literature and developing an in depth understanding of the districts goals, resources, and strategies surrounding the dissemination of data use to inform instruction, our Project Team designed a mixed methods research study with the following components:
a) Identify schools within the district that have teachers with strong data driven decision-making skills
b) Develop an interview protocol based upon relevant literature evaluating the capacity of middle school math and language arts teachers to use 

c) Create a rubric from the collected data showing best practices of 

d) Construct a survey instrument from these findings to distribute to teachers of the studied disciplines in the district’s middle schools 

e) Determine the degree to which MNPS middle school math and language arts teachers are effectively practicing skills 
f) Report our findings to the Director of Assessments to aid in the development of professional development strategies to build data use capacities across the district’s middle schools 

The exploratory portion of the research involved an examination of the following elements:

· Level of commitment towards using district data on the classroom level 

· Capacity of MNPS teachers to use a range of data to inform instruction

· Ability of the school-site leadership to strengthen the aptitude of their faculty 

· Role that district’s data professional development initiative has played in the present use of data to inform instruction 

· Barriers to comprehensive data use on the part of the teachers within the schools studied

In order to accomplish these tasks, we conducted over 30 interviews in three middle schools that were identified by the district as using Best Practice methods for informing instruction through data. Math and language arts teachers and head principals made up the sample. We administered an open-ended survey to over 60 teachers in 6 selected middle schools in the MNPS district. 
Our findings show that the level of commitment and capacity among the MNPS middle school level faculties in using data to inform instruction is fundamentally linked to principal commitment and capacity as well as the organizational context in which the school resides. We also found that while the teachers endorse on some levels the commitment level of the district toward large-scale data use in MNPS Schools, their perceptions of resource allocation and delivery of data were unfavorable to the efforts of the district. Our overall findings include:

· Teacher commitment and capacity were impacted by the expectations, structures and training opportunities provided by school leaders and the district. 

· Principal leadership strongly influences the level of commitment and capacity held by their faculty toward the use of data to inform instruction

· Contextual Factors impacts the level of expectations, structures, and training provided to teachers by school leadership in the use of data to inform instruction

· District resources including Professional Development and Technology were not sufficient for improving teacher commitment or capacity

Based on the analysis of the findings, our contextual understanding of MNPS, and the framework for change described in our paper, we proposed the following three recommendations to the district:

Recommendation 1: Invest in training in principal leadership to improve their commitment and capacity to orient district resources around impacting data informed instruction. 
Recommendation 2: Expand and improve the existing professional development program around data use to ensure the district resources of technology, time, and access to data are central to teacher training. 
Recommendation 3: Improve the existing resources of technology, time, and access to data to positively impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use. 

Grounded in the organizational structures of the district, the recommendations and evaluation plan provide a foundation upon which to build further, more specific initiatives around data for grade levels, subject areas, or school divisions. Uncovering other opportunities to strengthen the district’s initiative to increase best practice use in schools, supplies ideas for further research including:

· Studies centered on understanding the use of data across all middle schools in the district would provide useful information. 

· Studying the phenomenon of linking described in the findings could provide information to the district that would create a model to formalize this type of collaboration across grade levels, subject areas, schools, and divisions. 

· Conducting a longitudinal study of a group of students’ grades 3-12 would prove valuable in evaluating the impact data use by teachers had on student achievement. 

· Conducting a year’s study that follows some middle school teachers to “see” the use of data. 

· A study on the teacher instructional practice associated with a school attempting to improve their status on the AYP benchmark list would provide critical evidence as to how these teachers view their own instruction, how they perceive their students as learners, and how these two elements influence teacher behavior.

A child miseducated is a child lost.









John F. Kennedy
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SECTION 1

The Ongoing Challenge of Data-Driven Decision Making in Metro Schools

Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools (MNPS) believes that data use in integral to improving instructional decision-making, increasing student engagement and elevating student achievement. As such, district leaders are dedicated to determining if their principals and teachers have the level of commitment and the capacity that are necessary to maximize data driven decision making to inform instruction. A previous Capstone project focused on the role of Metro principals in facilitating data use among teachers. That project was prompted by the belief that the level of capacity among district principals was highly variable and potentially inadequate to train teachers to use data. Therefore, the project sought to accomplish three primary objectives: Evaluate the scope of the principal data use problem, assess how well the district’s data training strategies were aligned with data use needs, and develop recommendations focused on improving this area of professional development. (Hill, Lewis & Pearson, 2007 Capstone)


Building on what was learned in this first capstone project, MNPS submitted a request for assistance to provide an “in-depth, qualitative analysis of teachers’ data driven decision making practices in order to more fully understand how and why teachers use data in their professional practice”.  The request specifically asked for analyses that examine data driven decision-making at the “classroom-level, where teacher data driven decision-making meets student learning”.  In response, the current capstone project was initiated to address the following issues and answer the following research questions:

· The current level of teacher practice in data use within the district

· What does “best practice” or effective use of data to inform instruction look like on the teacher level?

· Is there evidence of best practice use in MNPS schools?
· The conditions that impact teacher practices in the use of data

· What structures of support are supplied to teachers in order to build commitment and capacity in data use?

· What effects do the principal, the context of the school, and district resources have on the commitment and capacity levels of the teachers to use data?

· How can MNPS align resources to shrink the variance of effective use in data among its teachers?


This report explores the teacher knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors that are related to data driven decision-making in MNPS.  The report is organized in the following manner. First, the importance of quality data use practices in schools will be placed in the context of current literature and the contextual surroundings of MNPS.  Next, we provide an explanation of our study’s methodology that is followed by a presentation of the study’s key findings.  Then, we discuss the implications of the findings and make recommendations for improved data use in MNPS.  In the end, we suggest specific action steps to assist in implementing these recommendations and discuss options for further research. 

Data Driven Decision Making in Education Policy and MNPS Contexts

The era of educational accountability has corresponded with an exponential growth in data on student performance in the form of outcome results from standardized tests. These test scores provide information for teachers about individual students and classes in general. The data also provide the school with a detailed composite of the achievement levels of the entire school population. The achievement levels of students in our public school system reported through these scores provide annual snapshots as well as longitudinal data for teachers and instructional leaders. The use of this data for instructional planning has the potential to positively impact the decisions teachers make regarding individual learners and entire classes of students.

The standards-based movement, with its shift from educational and financial inputs to achievement based outcomes, contributed to the need for more data that could be used by teachers to inform instruction. The use of standardized test data to inform instruction highlights the reach of the No Child Left Behind legislation which holds every district, school, and classroom accountable for the educational success of every child within the school system. While data use has become an expected linchpin for decision making within schools and classrooms, proficiency in its use remains in question.

Best Practice Use of Data to Inform Instruction

Effective data use can be exhibited in a variety of ways. Our analysis of the relevant studies on data use to inform instruction see:(Boudett et al, 2005; Mason, 2002; Wayman, 2005; Ingram, Louis & Schroeder, 2004; and Linn & Miller, 2005) helped our project team create a framework of best practices for data use to inform instruction:
· Improving Instruction: Data informs teachers on the content and delivery of instruction to their students 

· Performance Levels: Data sheds light on the performance of the class as a whole as well as individuals

· Curriculum and Community Evaluation: Data brings to light the strengths and weaknesses of a school community and a district’s curriculum 

· Assessing Effective Strategies: Data can inform the reconfiguration of student grouping

· Exposing Disparities: Data helps uncover gaps in the alignment of instruction with state standards and assessment tools 

· Improve Curriculum: Data can help to refine course offerings

· Identify Periphery Students: Data aids in the Identification of outliers in the classroom by achievement levels
Creating Conditions for Best Practice Use

The level of commitment and capacity within a faculty to use data effectively to inform instruction is influenced by the culture of the school community. A variety of studies have focused on the conditions necessary to promote data use aimed at influencing classroom practice. Synthesizing the findings of these studies (Firestone & Gonzalez, 2007 Louis, Marks, & Kruse, 1996, Wegner, 1998, Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2007, Ingram, Louis & Schroeder, 2004, Knapp, 2007, Wayman, 2005, & Feldman & Tung, 2001) provided us with a framework of characteristics for a culture conducive to using data to inform instruction. The conditions necessary to foster effective use of data include:  
· Understanding the use of data and the sense of urgency to use data to improve instruction 

· Holding a widely shared vision of good teaching including rigor level of instruction and effective methods of personalizing instruction toward the individual learner

· Holding high standards for student achievement

· Establishing learning communities for collaborative efforts to understand and use data 

· Well-defined and articulated standards and performance assessments for student work 

· A model of distributed instructional leadership that is focused on improving the quality of instruction

· Pertinent professional development programs are job-embedded, 

· A high quality data deliver system provides timely and useful information

The Role of Principal Leadership in Promoting Data Use 

The role of principal leadership in creating the conditions of best practice use of data to inform instruction is integral to creating high levels of commitment and capacity in teachers. A variety of studies have focused on the role that principals play in promoting data use among teachers.  Synthesizing the findings of these studies (McLeod 2005, Ingram, 2004, Armstrong & Anthes, 2001) provided us with a framework for understanding the multiple ways that principals facilitate the use of data to inform instruction by faculty. The ways in which school leaders foster effective use of data include:  
· Setting goals for student achievement around the data 

· Identifying key indicators of classroom success thus informing pedagogical interventions 

· Creating opportunities for collaborative data based discussions about student progress 

· Connecting teachers with appropriate training opportunities 

· Constructing a school culture that makes teachers feel safe to use data

· Supplying supports, including time, for teachers to look at data

· Collaboration with district personnel around professional development initiatives 

· Partnership with district personnel to design and implement data systems for exploring and reporting data  


MNPS district leaders communicated with our project team a belief that there is a high degree of variation among faculty in terms of their ability to effectively use data to inform instruction. MNPS Leaders understand that teacher practices in data use are deeply impacted by the commitment (feeling of obligation or duty) and capacity (knowledge, skills, and dispositions of individuals). In response, the district called upon the project team to design a study that could capture the levels of commitment and capacity of data use in MNPS classrooms. This request derives from a deep commitment by MNPS leadership to identify ways to improve the ways in which teachers use data to inform instructional practices. 


The capacity and commitment of MNPS teachers to use data is the nexus of this study. The project team determined that an investigation of the MNPS faculty, as a whole, would too closely mirror the work of the previous Capstone Team. Instead, by situating this issue in the policy context of the No Child Left Behind Act, we determined that studying specific subgroups of teachers within MNPS would nicely build off of the findings from the previous Capstone. The 2006-07 Capstone recommended investing in teacher leadership, creating expectation for more leadership development opportunities, increasing the resources principals can focus on developing their leadership skills, creating an induction program for teachers and principals, and finding funding sources outside of the budget process to support the efforts of the district to build capacity of data use among the school leadership and faculty.


This context drove the design of our study. MNPS statistics concur with national data that show an achievement gap in scores for African American males in math that widens after the eighth grade. It is the prevalent gap in achievement among this student population subgroup that prompted us to focus on the use of data to inform math and English instruction in the MNPS middle school division level. This report describes the effective use of data to inform instruction found in three MNPS middle schools identified by district leaders as “Best Practice” schools. We depict the use of data in six additional MNPS middle schools and assess the effects that the principal, the context of the school, and district supports have on building levels of commitment and capacity to use data within all of these schools.  Finally, we make recommendations to foster an increase in the commitment and capacity of teachers in all middles schools to use data to make instructional decisions.

SECTION 2

Contextual Analysis of the MNPS Landscape

The call for this study shows that the district leaders of the Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools are committed to using data to improve the school system in ways that create increased student engagement and raise student achievement. To understand how teachers use data to inform instruction, it is important to discus the context in which they act. Teachers with the capacity to use the range of data available to them to inform their instruction can positively impact student learning (Bernhardt, 2003). Teachers’ commitment to understanding, analyzing and applying data to inform their classroom practice is essential to ensuring the highest levels of success for of students in the MNPS district. MNPS recognizes that the capacity to use data to inform instruction varies throughout the district’s faculty. In order to understand the multiple influences impacting how teachers use data to inform instruction, it is important to discuss the context in which teachers act.

The MNPS Landscape 


There are 75,000 students served by Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools. Located in the middle of Tennessee, this school district is the 49th largest in the nation. There are 136 schools in the district with a faculty membership 4,915 strong. Teachers average thirteen years of experience in the classroom with more than a third having attained teaching credentials on the Master’s Degree level or beyond. MNPS teachers are the 4th highest paid in the state of Tennessee. (ww.mnps.org) 


District school choice options include zoned schools, magnet schools, cluster design centers, and for the elementary grade levels, enhanced option schools. The magnet school system is accessible via a lottery system for most and an academic requirement admission process for a few. Transportation is not provided to the magnet schools. The Metropolitan Transit Authority will provide transportation assistance for those magnet school students qualifying for Free/Reduced Lunch (FRL) program. The Enhanced Option provides a longer instructional school year; lower student to teacher ratio, supplemental services for gifted and talented students, and is open through a lottery after those already zoned for the school have enrolled. The Cluster Design Centers are open to students zoned for the school first, then by lottery for other students choosing to attend these theme-based schools. 


The MNPS school district with its 75,000 students and 133 schools is under corrective action by the state of Tennessee. Seventy-eight percent of the district high schools (11) are on the NCLB High Priority List; a list that indicates schools that fail to meet benchmark criteria for proficiency rates in English and Math for one or more subgroups within the school population for one year or more. While sixty percent of the middle schools are on this list, only 11% of elementary schools in the district are on the list. 


The student population represents 84 countries and speaks more than 77 languages.  The district’s student racial composition includes 44% African American, 35% Caucasian, 13% Hispanic, 3% Asian, and less than 1% each of Indian and Pacific 
Islanders as seen is figure 2.1 below. Since 2000, the rate of Hispanic children coming into the school system has risen rapidly.
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Figure 2.1 Racial Composition of the Student Population in MNPS

(15th Annual Education Report Card, ’06-07, Nashville Chamber of Commerce) 

  


The 15th Annual Education Report Card delivered by the Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce reports that nearly 10% of the student population is English Language Learners (ELL). Seventy percent of the students in the MNPS are enrolled in the Free/Reduced Lunch (FRL) program. Forty percent of the school population will move within the school zone, to another school zone, or out of the district either between or during the school year creating a high mobility rate that adversely affects student participation in instructional time. (15th Annual Education Report Card, ’06-07, Nashville Area Chamber of Commerce).
Achievement Trends 


As reported on the MNPS website, test results released in August 2006 showed improvement in the overall progress of MNPS students and schools including: 

· Four schools left the No Child Left Behind High Priority list, regaining “Good Standing” status. That puts the total number of MNPS schools reaching all of the NCLB benchmarks for a school year to 85 schools or about 2/3 of the total number of MNPS schools. 

· Elementary and middle school students in four subject areas show significant increases over a three-year trend period. 
· Fifth-grade students show especially significant gains in all subject areas over three years. 

· The district’s math score held steady at 81% proficient/advanced, with the same or higher scores for every subgroup except ELL. 

· The 2005-06 science scores increased for all students. Scores in social studies increased overall by 1.2 percentage points. 

· The percent of proficient/advanced students for both tests increased for all subgroups over a three-year trend period. 

· The Gateway Algebra test showed an increase in the overall pass rate for first-time test takers. 

· The Gateway Reading/Language Arts pass rate increased for all first-time test takers. 


Significant challenges still remain for the district to realize a core component of its education mission stated in the 2007-2014 Strategic Plan: “to ensure each student realizes his or her ability to excel at levels not previously imagined.” Thirty-eight percent of middle schools and 27% of MNPS high school are in “Good Standing” with the NCLB achievement expectations. That means that the balance of both the middle schools and the high schools in the district have failed to meet AYP benchmarks for one or more subgroups for one year or more. Certainly, as we look at the MNPS data, we see that some subgroups have made progress, yet others continue to be left behind. Figure 2.2, taken from the 2007 15th Nashville Chamber of Commerce’s Annual Education Report Card, shows MNPS middle schools have lost ground from 2006 to 2007 and high schools have yet to recover from the 20% drop in the number of schools in “Good Standing” since 2004.
	Percentage of MNPS Schools in Good Standing


	Year 
	Elementary 
	Middle 
	High 

	2007 
	89% 
	38% 
	27% 

	2006 
	79% 
	46% 
	27% 

	2005 
	80% 
	38% 
	27% 

	2004 
	79% 
	54% 
	47% 

	2003 
	43% 
	5% 
	20% 


Figure 2.2: Percentage of MNPS Schools in Good Standing (Source: 15th Annual 


   Education Report Card, ’06-07, Nashville Chamber of Commerce) 

On-time graduation rate has risen 10% since 2004, yet the MNPS graduation rate of 70% falls far below the state goal of 90%. None of the non-magnet high schools are close to achieving the state on-time graduation rate. Figure 2.3 shows the graduation rates of each high school in MNPS.
[image: image2.emf]
Figure 2.3 MNPS Graduation Rates by School 

(15th Annual Education Report Card, ’06-07, Nashville Chamber of Commerce) 


For 9 of the 15 MNPS high schools, the ACT average score is below the minimum entrance requirement score of 19 for Tennessee state colleges and universities. (15th Annual Education Report Card for the 2006-2007 School Year).  Figure 2.4 shows the ACT average scores by high school.

[image: image3.emf]
Figure 2.4 ACT average scores by high school

(15th Annual Education Report Card, ’06-07, Nashville Chamber of Commerce) 


Most significantly, MNPS is one of only two school districts in the state’s public education system to be placed in “Corrective Action”. This category placement on the NCLB High Priority List indicates that the school district failed to make Adequate Yearly Progress 4 out of the last 5 years. As a result, management of the MNPS school system is now shared with officials from the Tennessee Department of Education. The Chamber of Commerce warns, “… the people of Nashville are in danger of losing control of their schools” (15th Annual Education Report Card for the 2006-2007 School Year). State DOE officials have articulated concern in the areas of governance, staffing, curriculum design, and resource allocation. (Tennessee Chart for School Accountability Chart, www.state.tn.us/education). Certainly, the challenge that the MNPS context exerts on any reform initiative is stark.


The year 2007 signals the 6th year under NCLB authorization. The landscape of MNPS, with its socioeconomic composition and current status under NCLB, presents the district with real challenges in achieving its goal of helping each and every student meet his or her potential in the classroom and meeting state AYP benchmarks. Diversity, mobility, and the challenges of varying degrees of social capital among a high percentage of the student population all contribute to the district’s challenge of increasing the student achievement performance throughout all schools. The overall student mobility rate in MNPS is 40% with 71.8% of the student population qualifying for the federal Free or Reduced Lunch program. The percentage of students suspended in each racial group targeted on AYP benchmarks increased in 2007.  MNPS has devoted resources both human and financial to the effort of collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and applying achievement data to inform instruction. Evaluating the expediency and effectiveness of these programs is warranted. (15th Annual Education Report Card, ’06-’07, Nashville Chamber of Commerce)



The Chamber of Commerce’s report also notes a disconnect between the delivery of a professional development initiative that according to the state comptroller’s office is “aligned with district goals and modeled best practices” and the participation of the MNPS faculty in these offerings (p. 7) This phenomena, coupled with the contextual landscape of the district, works to “influence and aggravate” the efforts of the Metropolitan Nashville Public School district leaders to build the capacity of its faculty to use data to inform instruction to better engage students to achieve higher outcomes of achievement.


Currently, the delivery of teacher professional development occurs both within schools and in various district professional development locations. This year, a new software package, EduSoft, was introduced to principals and teachers to help educators collect data about student performance in areas directly aligned with the Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program (TCAP).  Training for the software was available at the district professional development locations throughout the summer and the 2007-2008 school year. Some schools also furnished their own training on the software. In addition to the district led professional development offerings for teachers, MNPS trains all principals in data use with the expectation that these school leaders will provide a similar kind of training for the teachers at their schools. The district believes that principals play a pivotal role in establishing high levels of commitment to and capacity for data use in their school.

Revisiting the Scope of Work 


The use of data to inform instruction is a critical component in the overall plan to increase student achievement in MNPS. Specifically, creating high levels of commitment to using data as well as building the capacity of all MNPS teachers in the use of data to drive instructional decisions in their classrooms is imperative for the district to achieve its mission and improve its status according to NCLB benchmarks. As such, a primary goal of this report is to develop a deeper understanding of the current ability level of MNPS teachers to use the data available to them to inform their classroom practice, to engage students, and to raise achievement levels.  Evaluating the current knowledge base, skill set, and behaviors teachers exhibit as they use data to drive instructional decisions offers the district a snapshot of the status of their efforts thus far and offers insights regarding the direction in which new programs should go. 

SECTION 3

Framework for Enhancing Teacher Data Use in MNPS

Many factors have contributed to our conceptualization of a framework for increasing teacher commitment and capacity for data use in MNPS.  These include a review of the research literature, consideration of the political, social, and economic forces ushering in and sustaining the era of accountability, findings from the “2006-2007 MNPS DDDM" Capstone project, and analysis of the contextual environment of MNPS. Our framework for change, provided in figure 3.1, draws upon the MNPS philosophy for data driven decision-making, which specifies that districts will articulate expectations for data use and work directly with principals who are then to serve as instructional leaders, by training their own staff regarding the use of data.

There are several assumptions inherent in this theory of change. These include:

· Teachers’ capacity to use data to inform instruction needs strengthening 

· Teachers will participate fully in professional development initiatives 

· Delivery of the professional development will increase teachers’ capacity

· Teachers must learn to use a range of data informing them as to a student’s academic performance and the context of that student’s life

· District data is of high quality, delivered in a timely and understandable format 


Our framework draws upon a distributive model of leadership that is aimed at increasing commitment and capacity of data use within the teacher corps. This framework is consistent with the MNPS philosophy that relies on the quality by which DDDM capacities are transferred down the chain of command – from district officials, to principals, and finally to teachers – with the hope of ultimately improving the quality of classroom instruction and student learning. The ultimate end goals of our framework, improved instructional delivery and elevated student performance, can be evidenced in various ways including:

· Using the state of academic progress of each student to inform the use of interventions, the creation of student groupings, the establishment peer-tutoring of opportunities, and the need to reteach certain content or skill sets with single classrooms and among grade levels

· Establishing a means by which a student’s contextual information becomes a part of the range of data that impacts and informs instruction

· Improving the allocation of resources used by teachers in the classroom including the use of instructional time, the use of materials during instruction, the creation and use of self-generated assessments, and the time for collaboration among subject and grade level peers
Figure 3.1 Framework for Increasing Teacher Commitment/Capacity for Data Use


In the sections below, we describe the various components that make up our framework for increasing teacher capacity for and commitment to data use in MNPS.

District Expectations


Within the context of NCLB, district leadership is faced with strong pressure to increase student-learning outcomes. It is within this context that district expectations for teacher data use are situated. The district expectations for teacher data use are driven by the belief that data can inform instructional practices and improve student learning and achievement outcomes. The district resources provided to this end evidences the district’s commitment to providing teachers with the conditions that positively impact the development of these practices. Through these resources, the district expects that teachers will gain both the commitment and capacity needed to use data to inform instruction.  Specifically, the district expects that teacher practices align with the literature on best practices to use data to inform instruction. These practices include: 

· Improving Instruction: Data informs teachers on the content and delivery of instruction to their students 

· Performance Levels: Data sheds light on the performance of the class as a whole as well as individuals

· Curriculum and Community Evaluation: Data brings to light the strengths and weaknesses of a school community and a district’s curriculum 

· Assessing Effective Strategies: Data can inform the reconfiguration of student grouping

· Exposing Disparities: Data helps uncover gaps in the alignment of instruction with state standards and assessment tools 

· Improve Curriculum: Data can help to refine course offerings

· Identify Periphery Students: Data aids in the Identification of outliers in the classroom by achievement levels
District Resources


In order for teacher practices to improve and align with the literature on best practices for teachers, the district is commitment to providing resources to teachers.  The four primary categories of district resources to facilitate data use by teachers in Metro are described below. 


Training.   The MNPS professional development model built to train teachers in data use relies upon principals and district data experts to improve teacher commitment and capacity for data use. Like many districts, MNPS relies heavily on its principals in the delivery of professional development around data use.

Technology.  Edu Soft Software is the current district software available to teachers to disaggregate data into a form useable for making instructional decisions. The software was found to have limitations including teacher specific assessments, faulty hardware, accessibility for only a few subjects, and generally inconvenient for teachers to ascertain data from which to inform their practice.

Time.  Teachers are provided time to work on data through grade/school level meetings. Time is provided for teachers to participate in professional development around the use of data and technology for data use. Providing additional time for accessing data, collaborating with faculty and planning instruction is not a requirement of school leadership.


Access to Data.  Currently teachers have access to summative student data through the Cumulative files at the school level. Teachers have access to formative data through the district provided Edu Soft software during the school day. 
Delivery of Resources


Within this model, the district expects that principals and data experts involved in professional development will understand how to deliver these resources in a way that increases teacher commitment and capacity. Within the districts framework of change, principals play a central role in the delivery of these resources to teachers. The two primary vehicles to deliver district resources, principal leadership and professional development, are described below.


Principal Leadership.


 MNPS principals currently have both mandatory and optional professional development around the use of data for school leadership. Mandatory professional development comes from the Tennessee Academy for School Leaders. Professional development also comes in the form of guidance by central office staff during mandatory bi-monthly meetings. Voluntary Professional Development includes several state programs (Assistant Principals Academy and Beginning Principals Academy) as well as the local program of PLAN. PLAN provides a yearlong development program that includes both focuses on both leadership and data use, and provides principals with project based learning opportunities and mentors.

Within this model, the district expects that principals will provide a key role in improving teacher commitment and capacity for data use. As revealed in the district interviews of the 2006-2007 Capstone, “MNPS expects principals to act as instructional leaders in their schools, providing teachers with the necessary training to implement desired DDDM practices, ultimately to improve the quality of classroom teaching and learning” (MNPS district official interviews, 2006-07). In addition to this training, principals are also expected to lead the following activities:

· Setting goals for student achievement around the data 

· Identifying key indicators of classroom success thus informing pedagogical interventions 

· Creating opportunities for collaborative data based discussions about student progress 

· Connecting teachers with appropriate training opportunities 

· Constructing a school culture that makes teachers feel safe to use data

· Supplying supports, including time, for teachers to look at data

· Collaboration with district personnel around professional development initiatives 

· Partnership with district personnel to design and implement data systems for exploring and reporting data  

In order to develop these principal leadership skills, the district understands the need for principal training that gives them the ability to go through these things.  MNPS principals currently have both mandatory and optional professional development around the use of data for school leadership. In terms of direct training for principals in the domain of data use, Metro provides the following services:
· The Central Office Staff meet with principals multiple times each month, which includes guidance around data interpretation. Specifically principals meet with 

with (A) the Director of Schools once a month and (B) the district’s Chief Instructional Officer and Director of Assessment and Evaluation once a month, by grade tier, and biweekly if they are in a high priority school.

· On-site consultations by Central Office officials with school staff upon a principal’s request.  Consultations usually occur during in-service days and focus on interpretation of school-specific achievement data.
District Professional Development Program Resources. 
 
The current professional development program run by Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools (MNPS) intends to provide opportunities for learning that enable and encourage their faculty’s use of data to drive instructional decisions. As we enter into the sixth year of No Child Left Behind, this federal legislation has uncovered that, in general, there is a lack of capacity on the part of the faculty within the school district to use data to influence classroom practice. MNPS must take time to evaluate its delivery of professional development concerning the faculty’s use of data to inform and to impact instruction. Does the professional development initiative engage teachers to use data in ways that will enhance instruction? Do the professional development offerings provide teachers with the ability to practice how to disaggregate data? 


MNPS provides professional development opportunities for its faculty at the district level and at the school level. This district level initiative is guided by its purpose to empower teachers with the knowledge base and skill sets necessary to use data to drive instructional decisions. The professional development program seeks to transform assessment results into instructional tools. The program also hopes to build trust in the use of data and provide the instruction necessary for the teachers to attain the capacity to understand and use data in effective ways to improve practice. The program seeks to increase the faculty’s comprehension and organize the information for immediate application. The district has created a program to answer the need expressed by teachers to make sense of the world of data as they ask questions such as: How is data liked to instruction and classroom management? What can a test score tell me that I don’t already know? Why are you making me do more work to arrive at the same conclusions? and How can you reduce a child to a test score?

The implicit goals of the MNPS professional development program for data use are to acquaint teachers with the usefulness of data, define the attributes of data, expand the repertoire of the faculty to deal with data, and to import the expertise of staff and faculty to aid in the instructional element of the professional development program. All with the hope of delivering the information in formats that add little burden to the teachers’ full load of responsibilities.


The delivery method of the program includes site visits by district experts, large district-wide seminars, small group instruction within schools, and district-wide small group instruction focused on academic discipline or grade level. The school leaders or data specialists within each school also provide individual consultation sessions.

An overview of the components of the data use professional development program provides details as to the scope of the initiative and its mechanisms for goal attainment. In the spring of 2006, MNPS began training for teachers on the use of a new standards-based computer software program, EduSoft Assessment Management System. EduSoft is a system of data collection and analysis generated by assessments created individually by each faculty member for his or her own classroom. The intent of the EduSoft system is to “connect assessment to instructional planning” by providing

· An “easy” means of collecting, analyzing, and acting on student performance data

· An efficient way to administer district benchmarks and classroom tests

· Rapid results

· Improving the reliability of assessment programs


The district houses an EduSoft staff of four in the district office to deploy to schools for technical and instructional support upon request. Again, based on the Framework for Change, the district has set up on-site training through school leaders, data specialists, and faculty. Teachers can also attend offerings as the Margaret Allen Middle School, the Randalls Learning Center, and the Waverly Belmont Professional Development Center.


The monitoring and evaluative mechanism of the initiative indicate the level at which accountability resides. Teachers track their participation in the district’s professional development program focused on data use. Stipends are frequently attached to training and awarded on the basis of attendance and the completion of an evaluation form at the end of the session. For a professional development program lasting over multiple days incomplete attendance is still rewarded with a stipend, though calibrated to reflect actual attendance. Credit for taking the course is only awarded to those with full attendance. Principals and supervisors are notified of “no-shows” or participants with incomplete attendance rates. (www.mnps.org).

Principal Commitment and Capacity


As reported in the 2006-2007 Capstone, the MNPS professional development initiative is built on a distributive model that anchors the increase of a teacher’s capacity to use data to inform instruction on the ability of the school leadership to use data to drive decision-making. The district trains its school leadership through a variety of programs to enable them to understand the value of data as an essential tool for improving teaching and learning as well as building their skill set of collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data to use it effectively in decision-making. The expectation is that with this transfer of training, school leaders will be able to build the capacity of their own faculty in data use to drive decision making about their instruction. 


This model also has the potential to create a cultural norm of using data to inform instruction to form within the school community. A leader’s commitment to data use exhibited by the acquisition of a new knowledge base and skill set can influence the faculty to follow suit. A school climate of high expectations for data use in the effort to improve student engagement and thus increase student achievement is essential to break down institutional as well as personal barriers amongst teachers in their trust and use of data to inform instruction. The instructional model of school leadership coupled with the distributive nature of the districts professional development model combines to establish data use that moves beyond individual use alone to include collaborative efforts among the faculty as well. This school culture of commitment to data use increases the likelihood of increased capacity among school community members to inform instruction as well as an implementation of that knowledge base and skill set into practice (Mandinach, 2006; Watson & Mason, 2003; Garet et al, 2001).

Teacher Commitment and Capacity


The intermediate goals of influencing a teacher’s capacity to use data through a change in attitudes towards data, feelings of agency, and an increase in experiential knowledge are paramount to having MNPS teachers use data to the level of expectation at the school and district levels. Data must be seen as a tool essential to informing instruction in such as ways to become vital to a teacher and a school’s ability to improve student engagement and thus achievement see: (Datnow et al, 2007; Lachat, K. M. and Smith, S., 2005; Mandinach, 2006).

The expected change in behavior once the capacity to collect, analyze and apply the knowledge gained from data is increased will result in a greater and deeper use of data to meet the learning needs of students, the creation of collaborative opportunities within the faculty, and a heightened engagement of individual students as well as the full membership of the classroom in the learning process see: (Bernhardt, 2003; King, 2001; Goertz, M.E. et al., 2005).
How Commitment and Capacity Lead to Instructional Change


Research suggests that a commitment to the value and practice of using data to inform instruction influences the sense of urgency to build the capacity to use this tool in a comprehensive way (Petrides and Nodine, 2005; Torrence, 2002; Watson and Mason, 2003). The linking of teacher commitment with teacher capacity to use data to inform instruction provides a combination that produces a willingness to review classroom practice individually or with colleagues. These collaborative conversations around analyzing data to improve instruction impact the delivery of the core technology (McLeod, 2002). That delivery is now strengthened by information that uncovers the needs of the students and the successes and failures of current practice. This, as well as the strengths of the faculty around instruction held by a committed staff, will lead to the further development of capacity. 
How Teachers Use of Data Influences Student Achievement


The district leadership of MNPS understands the importance of strong teacher practices and their impact on improving student performance.  We currently know that teachers are the single most important determinants of student¹s experiences and outcomes of schooling (Goldhaber, 2007). Hanushek and Holcombe (2007) point out that top performing teachers are capable of producing threefold achievement growth in students when compared to low performing teachers.  Rivkin points out that a string of five above-average teachers can overcome the deficit typically reported between economically disadvantaged and higher income students (Rivkin et al, 2007 & 2002). Regarding the use of data to inform these practices, research has shown that data informed teacher practices do impact student learning see: (Symonds, 2003; Koudiker 2007; Schmoker, 2004). Particularly compelling for MNPS is Symonds’ (2003) findings that data informed practices help to close the achievement gap.

Revisiting the Research Objectives

At its core, this project is aimed at helping MNPS find out how and why teachers use data in their professional practice. The request for assistance was designed to build upon the 2006-2007 Capstone analysis by examining the use of data to inform instruction in the classroom; where teachers’ date driven decision-making meets student learning. In order to accomplish this goal, our scope of work includes the following objectives:

· Determine the current level of teacher practice in data use within MNPS Middle School Math and Language Arts teachers.
· Determine whether effective use of data, as informed by research, is evident in MNPS Middle School Math and Language Arts teachers.

· Determine the extent to which leadership create the conditions that positively impact teacher commitment and capacity towards data use.

· Determine what structures of support are supplied by principals and the district to teachers for data use.

· Determine the effects of the context of the school on the impact of data use.


The objectives of the study call for a comprehensive look at the depth of data use in MNSP, how it aligns with best practice methods found in literature, and what factors impact the use of data between the different schools in the district.  The framework for change described in this section, and our research design and methodology, which is described in the next section, are crafted to address these issues. 

SECTION 4
Design and Methodology

Our project team used a mixed methods research design to meet the following research objectives: 

· Determine the current level of teacher practice in data use within MNPS Middle School Math and Language Arts teachers.

· Determine whether effective use of data, as informed by research, is evident in MNPS Middle School Math and Language Arts teachers.

· Determine the extent to which leadership create the conditions that positively impact teacher commitment and capacity towards data use.

· Determine what Resources (Training, Technology, Time, Access to Data) are supplied by principals and the district to teachers for data use.

· Determine the effects of the context of the school on the impact of data use.


In order to address to address these research objectives in a rigorous and systematic manner our team developed a multiple method research design, including surveys, interviews and document analysis. As discussed below, and further detailed in Figure 4.1, these research procedures allowed us to develop a comprehensive understanding of the current state of data use practices by teachers in the district. A triangulation of findings allowed us to determine how the district can improve principal leadership and the school/district resources that impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use. 

Key Construct Measurement Plan

	Teacher Capacity In using Data to Inform Instruction
	Teacher Interviews
	Principal Interviews
	Teacher Surveys
	District Documents

	Faculty
	
	
	
	

	Attitudes towards data and use
	X
	X
	X
	

	Capacity/Self-Efficacy in data use
	X
	X
	X
	

	Experience with data use
	X
	X
	X
	

	Participation in Collaborative Practice
	X
	X
	X
	

	Professional Development
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Resources
	X
	X
	X
	X

	Leadership
	
	
	
	

	District Leadership
	
	
	
	

	Commitment
	X
	X
	X
	

	Resource Support*
	X
	X
	X
	X

	School Leadership
	X
	X
	X
	

	Commitment
	X
	X
	X
	

	Capacity
	X
	X
	X
	

	Resource Support*
	
	
	
	

	School Culture
	
	
	
	

	Linkage of data to instructional improvement
	X
	X
	X
	

	Data Use Practice
	X
	X
	X
	

	Professional collegiality
	X
	X
	X
	

	Expectations for building capacity
	X
	X
	X
	

	* Includes professional development


Figure 4.1 Key Construct Measurement Plan
Interviews of “Best Practice” Teachers and Principals


Following the guidelines of the request for assistance from the Director of Assessment, Dr. Paul Changas our project team developed, administered, and analyzed interviews of teachers and principals at those schools designated “Best Practice”.  Our specific directions were to examine the extent to which data informs instructional practices and how principal leadership and school/district resources impact the commitment and capacity of teachers for instruction. 
Interview Instruments


Both the teacher and principal interview instruments were guided by the request from assistance from the Director of Assessment. The use of interviews allows us to explore into the both the teachers and principals perspectives. This tool assumes that the perspective of these individuals is “meaningful, knowable, and able to be made explicit” (Patton, 2002). While the teacher and principal interviews had many similarities, the focus of the questions differed. 

Interview Design


As discussed in the section above, “Interview Instruments”, the development of the teacher and principal interview instruments were based upon request from the District Assessment Officer to examine teacher practices around data use and the conditions for this use. 


The decision to use the instrument of interviews arose out of consultation with the Director of Assessment, as they provide a strong medium for uncovering deep understanding of both the instructional practices of teachers and the components of principal leadership and school/district resources that impact these practices.


The teacher interview instrument explored teacher practices around data use and the perceived impact principal leadership and the districts professional development program. Specifically the interviews examined teacher perceptions of the impact of the district resources of training, technology, time and access to data. 


The principal interview instrument explored principal perceptions of teacher practices around data use, reported principal leadership practices, and the perceived impact of the districts professional development program. Specifically, the interviews examined the impact of the district resources of training, technology, time and access to data. 

Components of Teacher and Principal Interviews

Aligning these concepts with the current literature allows us to determine the teacher practices in a select sample of schools. It also provides the opportunity to extent to which principal leadership and professional development impact teacher instructional practices.  Specifically these interviews examine the resources of technology, time, and access to data that are delivered by principals and the professional development program.


The relevant research on teacher instructional practices, principal leadership, professional development, and district resources helped our project team create an interview protocol for both principals and teachers. (See Appendix A) 

Our project team also relied upon the measurement constructs developed by the 2006/2007 Capstone, which relied upon previously validated instruments. The information from these interviews provides us with an opportunity to examine the district framework for change and inform the improvement of principal leadership and school/district resources that impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use.  These previous interviews provided insights into such issues as:
· What is the existing level of teacher data informed practices within the district? 

· To what extent does principal leadership impact teacher commitment/capacity for data use?

· What is the connection between the existing level of data informed teacher practices and the commitment and capacity of teachers for data use? 

· What district level Resources (Training, Technology, Time, Access to Data) impact teacher and principal commitment and capacity for data use?

· What School level Resources (Training, Technology, Time, Access to Data) impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use? 

· How can the district improve school leadership and school/district level resources to positively impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use? 

School Selection


The directions from the Director of Assessment to examine teacher practices and the conditions for these practices led to an examination of “Best Practice” schools. This purpose led to consultation with the Director to determine 3 “Best Practice” schools, which were thought to have teacher practices oriented around data for instructional use, and conditions, which positively impacted these practices. The Director, in consultation with other senior district officials selected the schools for the sample. Additionally all of these schools were on the “fast track” for technology enhancements, which gave them additional opportunities for data use.  

John Adams Middle School


The first Middle School is a traditional zoned middle school. Last year, the school did not make AYP benchmarks for a subgroup in its school population. It is now identified as “Targeted” on the Tennessee AYP benchmark list. 

Thomas Jefferson Middle School


The second Middle School is a traditional zoned school. They are in “Good Standing” having made all AYP benchmarks last year. The principal is new this year to the school and to the middle school division. 

Benjamin Franklin Middle School


The third Middle School is a MNPS design center. The school offers a specialized program through a partnership with a Nashville community stakeholder. Students zoned for the school wishing to enroll secure their places automatically. Those students outside of the residential school zone must enter a lottery to seek admission. The school is in “Good Standing” on the Tennessee Average Yearly Progress benchmark list.
Interview Analyses

Following the process of interviewing all of the principals and the majority of teachers at the 3 Best practice schools (see Appendix E) our team turned to qualitative analysis of the data. The primary goal of interview analyses was to identify core themes and the ways in which those themes informed our understanding of the project’s guiding questions. As both Patton (2000) and Rubin and Rubin (2005) emphasize, qualitative analysis uncovers and makes sense of the core consistencies and “parallel ideas” (p. 207) Therefore a systematic analysis of the interviews was necessary for identify the degree to which teachers met the standards for best practice in using data to inform instructional decision making, and how the principal leadership and school/district level resources impacted teacher commitment and capacity for data use. 


The process of interview analysis involved multiple stages of reviewing recorded interviews, identifying emerging patters, re-evaluating interviews for accuracy and completeness of interpretation, and synthesizing these patterns into findings. 


Initially we each conducted a thorough audio recorded and hand written notes. Next we shared our impressions and the emerging patterns to develop a common understanding of the recurring concepts. With these concepts we revisited the interviews to identify illustrative quotations and those responses most relevant to the themes in the interviewee’s responses. Upon completing this analysis and re-analysis of the responses, we synthesized these patterns to develop findings that informed the original research question. 

Survey of Teachers at “High Priority” Schools


Following the request for assistance from the Director of Assessment, Dr. Paul Changas, the project team worked to develop, administer and analyze a survey of a sample of Middle Schools placed on the AYP benchmark list making them “High Priority”.  Our specific directions were to examine both the extent to which student level data informs instructional practices, and the impact of school leadership and district level resources on increasing levels of teacher commitment and capacity for data use. 
Survey Instrument


With the goal of providing an accurate “snapshot” of the existence of and conditions for teacher commitment and capacity in these high priority schools, our project team developed a short answer open-ended survey. This data collection tool would “permit[s] one (us) to understand the world as seen by the respondents” (Patton, 2002).  A short answer, open ended survey provided a vehicle to “enable [us] to understand and capture the points of view of other people without predetermining those points of view through prior selection of questionnaire categories” (p. 21). This survey relied on prompts which did more than ask for binomial responses. A Likert scale format was not used. We constructed a single sheet, two-sided, five-question survey that called upon the respondent to supply a response based on the interpretation of the question. We estimated the survey would take no longer than 30 minutes to complete. We believed this type of engagement in the survey – respondents supplying written answers versus circling a supplied response - would help us to understand to what depth these teachers used data.

The content of the survey paralleled that of the interview protocol, building upon the same set of research literature around teacher instructional practices, principal leadership, professional development, and district resources. (See Appendix A)  Our project team also relied upon the measurement constructs developed by the 2006/2007 Capstone, which utilized previously validated instruments. The teacher survey protocol focused on teacher practices with specific questions about data informed instructional and collaborative practices. Survey questions also addressed how principal leadership and school and district resources and impacted data informed practices.  (See Appendix C) Similar to the interview instruments, the information from these surveys provides us with an opportunity to examine the district’s framework of increasing teacher commitment and capacity for data use. 
Sampling Rationale

A review of the MNPS report card report and the 2007-08 MNPS High Priority School Listing reveals that 16 of the 35 middle schools in the system are on the Priority list. The Project Team communicated with the Director of Assessment our plan to sample the 10 lowest performing schools. Within that sample, we found that 3 middle schools are on the Improvement 2 list (number of years missing AYP), 2 schools are on the Improvement 2 list with the designation of improving, 3 schools are on the Corrective Action list (missing AYP for four consecutive years) with 1 school on the Corrective Action Improving list and 1 school is on the Restructuring list (missing AYP for five consecutive years).  All of these schools are required to offer public school choice to all the students enrolled at the school. (www.mnps.org).  Dr. Changas advised us to pair down the sample to 6 schools. He felt that this amount of schools would adequately supply the requested information. We obliged, selecting the lowest performing schools in the district. 


We should note that one MNPS middle school listed in the Corrective Action category declined our invitation to participate in the survey portion of our study. The principal kindly explained his position in this emailed reply:


I appreciate your need for information and the professional manner in which it 
has been made.  Unfortunately I cannot honor your request.  I have pulled my 
faculty for more meetings, surveys, intentionality plans, school improvement 
plans, and training than should occur over an entire school year.  We are in 
corrective action and feeling the considerable weight of everything that has been 
and continues to be required.  

This led to selecting another low performing school from the AYP benchmark list to fill out our sample. In the end, the following schools were included in our teacher survey sample: 

School FNMS: Lowest performing middle school – Missed AYP for five 
consecutive years.

Schools BRMS, PMS, AEMS: Corrective Action list, missing AYP for four 
consecutive years.

School AAMS: On the Corrective Action list, missing AYP for four 
consecutive years.

School MWMS: School Improvement 2 category, is the highest-ranking 
school 
in the survey sample.
A deeper analysis of the data offered on the MNPS website strengthened our interest in talking to these schools.  Figure 4.3 – 4.4 shows the presentation of collected data from the MNPS website.

	School
	Mobility Rate 

(entries & exits after 2nd week as % of enrollment)

	BRMS
	39.5%

	FNMS
	53.2%

	PMS
	49.7%

	AEMS
	57.4%

	AAMS
	58%

	MWMS
	44.5%


Figure 4.4 Middle School Mobility Rates

	Middle School Survey Sample
	Status
	Enrollment
	Proficiency Rates: E/M
	Majority in Population
	% Free Reduced Lunch
	% English LL
	Special Education
	Educational Attainment (% <  HS diploma)
	Single Parent Household
	% Out of school suspension
	High School Cluster

	BRMS
	School Improvement 2: missed 2 benchmarks in total, 1 for the 3rd year

Math – AA & SpEd
	450
	E=78%

M=68%
	African American & Hispanic
	70%
	16%
	11%
	41%
	37%
	20%

(Majority AA Male)
	School Improvement 2 Grad rate, R SpEd

	FNMS
	Corrective Action: missed 7 benchmarks– M all, AA, LI, SpEd, ELL

R- H/ELL
	600
	E=69%

M=70%
	African American
	84%
	14.7%
	13.9%
	59.7%
	55.6%
	40% (Majority AA Male)
	Corrective Action:M-all, AA, LI R – H. LI, SpEd

	PMS
	Corrective Action: missed 3 benchmarks – M SpEd, R SpEd & ELL
	600
	E=65%

M=67%
	African American & Hispanic
	88%
	27%
	11%
	62%
	43%
	27%

(Majority AA Male)
	Corrective Action: Improving M – SpEd, R- SpEd, ELL

	AEMS
	Corrective Action: missed 1 benchmark for 4 years – R AA
	600
	E=74%

M=68%
	African American
	85%
	1.3%
	21%
	64% 
	64%
	44%

(Majority AA Male)
	School Improvement 2: M- all, AA, LI, R – all, AA, LI

	AAMS
	Restructuring I: missed 4 benchmarks- M – AA & Sp Ed, R – LI, SpEd
	600
	E=76%

M=78%
	African American
	88%
	1.6%
	20%
	74%
	62%
	49%

(Majority AA Male)
	State/LEA Reconstitution Plan: Grad rate, M-all, AA, SpEd, R- all, AA, SpEd

	MWMS
	Corrective action (previously missed 3 benchmarks)-Improving: missed no benchmarks ’06-’07 missed 1 > benchmarks for the 4th year
	700
	E=72%

M=71%
	African American &

Caucasian
	68%
	9%
	12%
	56.9%
	43.1%
	43%

(Majority

AA Male)
	Corrective Action:M-all, AA, LI R–H. LI, SpEd


Figure 4.3 High Priority Sample Demographic

Survey Analysis


After administering and collecting surveys from the majority of teachers (See Appendix F), the project team turned towards a qualitative analysis of the data. Similar to “Best Practice” Interviews, the primary goal of the survey analysis was to identify core themes and the ways in which those themes informed our understanding of the project’s guiding questions. As both Patton (2002) and Rubin and Rubin (2005) emphasize, qualitative analysis uncovers and makes sense of the core consistencies and “parallel ideas” (Rubin, p 207). Therefore a systematic analysis of the surveys was necessary to identify the degree to which teachers met the standards for best practice in using data to inform instructional decision-making and how principal leadership, professional development program, and district level resources impacted their commitment and capacity for data use. 

The process of survey analysis involved multiple stages of reviewing survey documents, identifying emerging patterns, re-evaluating surveys responses to check the accuracy of the interpretations, and synthesizing these patterns into findings. 

SECTION 5

Findings about Teacher Data Use in MNPS
This section presents findings gathered from all the research instruments: Teacher and principal interviews at three best practice schools, and teacher surveys at the six high priority schools. In the sections below, we present the primary themes and patterns that emerged from our data. The findings establish grounds for making recommendations to the district about strategies for improving the data driven decision-making practices of MNPS teachers. This section will first present four broad themes that emerged from our entire sample of schools. Next, we present interview findings from three “Best Practice” schools, both across schools and within each individual school and we conclude with survey data collected at six “High Needs” schools.

Across our entire sample of best practice and high needs schools, four broad themes emerged in relation to data driven decision making. These include:

· Teacher commitment and capacity are impacted by the expectations, structures and training opportunities provided by school leaders and the district. 

· Principal leadership strongly influences the level of commitment and capacity held by their faculty toward the use of data to inform instruction

· Contextual Factors (including status on the AYP benchmark list) impact the level of expectations, structures, and training provided to teachers by school leadership in the use of data to inform instruction

· Current resources (including Professional Development and Technology) are not sufficient for improving teacher commitment or capacity

Findings Across the Best Practice Schools


This section presents findings from interviews conducted with principals and teachers in three best practice schools.  It should be noted that while we found alignment across the three schools, differences in degree of commitment and capacity existed between each site. These differences will be described at the conclusion of this section. To organize our presentation of the findings, we rely on six lenses that are of particular utility in assessing the quality of data driven decision-making in schools. The overarching findings within the best practice schools are listed here and will be described in greater detail below:

· A full range of data is utilized to inform instructional decisions

· Teachers and principals held a holistic view of student performance

· Multiple forms of data are used to evaluate instructional effectiveness

· Faculty understood the important role data plays in terms of NCLB and district initiatives focusing on raising achievement levels.

· Data driven decision making is a common component of group planning time

· School leaders have a high level of capacity and instill a high level of commitment for data driven decision making

Using a range of data to inform instruction


In general, the faculty at all three schools view data as a means to independently and cooperatively improve instruction. Teachers, acting as a sole agent, use data as to inform their own instruction. Teachers also gathered together to as a collective using data to in enlighten their instruction. As a 5th grade language arts teacher described the way data is used in her school, she depicts a method that relies on the individual to come to some conclusions as well as a joining in with other teachers to consider ways the data may lead them to improved instructional strategies.

              Individually and collectively, this [the use of data] informs our practice.

A 7th grade language arts teacher stated the same sentiment about all teachers at her school using data this way, 


We all use it [the use of data] heavily.

Finally, two teachers from the third school, one teaching language arts the other teaching science commented together about the use of data to get their classrooms started at the beginning of the year,


We look forward to getting the data, said one. It gives us all a good place to start, 

said the other. 

Data provided a tool for a teacher decision-making including grouping, retesting, and peer partnerships.
Using a range of data to inform instruction

The faculties across these schools use the fullest and deepest range of the data to understand how the instruction their students have been exposed to has impacted their levels of achievement. The range of data spans a variety of types of information, including formal standardized assessments, teacher conversations, parent communications, report cards, attendance rates, discipline issues, and interventions the student may have received to increase achievement or settle behavioral issues. One teacher noted that the use of data encompasses more than test scores,

Data is not just the test scores, but also other work product that shows the 
application of information. Data is also the stuff that doesn’t show up on a grid 
sheet: what is happening at home?, how many lost days of instruction did a child 
accrue? That type of information as well. – 7th grade reading and language arts 
teacher


The fullness of their data collection provides teachers with an orientation to their students recognizing that many things influence and impact a child’s learning. MNPS collects a portion of this range of data in each student’s cumulative education folder. Teachers across all three schools cited the importance of using this information to guide instructional decision-making. They dismiss the use of standardized test scores as the sole indicator of a student’s potential in the classroom. They guard against the use of test scores alone to inform instruction. This unwillingness to use standardized test data alone to inform practice is described by this science and math teacher,

We see scores from the previous year. This is helpful information, but the scores do not solely determine what we do with the student. We also review the entire folder of each child to get a bigger picture of the student. – 6th grade science and math teacher


Teachers work with colleagues within schools across grade levels to collect data that would prove pertinent to their instructional decision-making. For students advancing within a school, for example from fifth to sixth grade, teachers discussed a student’s past performance during the previous year. This source of data provides teachers with a richness of information that test scores could not offer. Viewed as incomplete, teachers actually warn against the exclusive use of standardized test scores to solely inform instruction. Teachers agree that instructional decisions are not based on test scores alone.


Teachers view data received by the district as helpful in that it can isolate the needs of the students, but that it should be regarded with caution and balanced alongside other information. This 5th grade teacher sees as imperative using a range of data alongside test scores,
Test score data is a component. I do not base my entire instruction upon the 
district data I receive. You have to look at the kid-overall-to understand what to 
do. It is just one piece of information we use. – 5th grade social studies

Teachers’ use of standardized test data does not lead their instruction. It serves them, but they all reflected on the nature of the data and the collection of the information rather than accepting the information without caution. One teacher was clear to describe the danger she saw in using just testing results to inform instruction,

A kid may have guessed well that day, or had a bad day, or had an exceptionally 
good day. Some kids test very well, but you don’t see that same level of 
achievement in their classroom work. Or you may have a student that does not 
test well at all, but shows her subject matter knowledge through other forms of 
assessment. It is a collection of assessments that really inform our practice. – 6th 
grade language art/reading

Using a holistic view of student performance


As seen above, teachers are unwilling to allow the focus on test scores to completely influence their use of data to inform instruction. This 5th grade math and language arts teacher underscores the caution against using test scores alone to learn about their students,


We must look at the whole child. Test scores can be deceiving. Some kids can do 
well on a test, but their work product can be very different. – 5th grade language 
arts and math

This practice was led, in large part, by the principal's commitment and capacity to use data. Explicit expectations to use a range of data to inform instruction were communicated to the faculties. A principal makes explicit the importance of the use of data within a school in this description of the expectations held in teachers using data,


With data, we have a tool that can pinpoint academic needs down to a very 
specific skill level. I expect my faculty to integrate this tool into their toolkit to 
maximize their effectiveness in the classroom. 
This teacher describes her principal’s expectations in using multiple types of data to understand student performance,

Within the first month, our principal asks that every teacher view, read, and go through every child’s cumulative folder that they are in contact with. You are not only looking at the academic background, but are beginning to look at the whole child. – 8th grade language arts. 
The cumulative folder includes multiple types of data to trace the educational journey of every student in the MNPS system. Using this collection of information alongside standardized test scores and other data broadens a teacher’s view of her class and individual students. A teacher’s amount of insight about a student, a class, or a school is strengthened with this creation of a comprehensive view of students via data. This holistic viewpoint of student performance can offer rich information to the teachers that guide their instructional decisions. Strengths and weaknesses exhibited within an entire class can be isolated. The effects of an academic intervention plan administered to an individual student can be noted. A class’s mobility rate can be considered. In fact, teachers reported that they look for patterns or trends within a student’s or a class’s performance. This 6th grade science teacher describes the application of this information to instruction,

We look at how each student scored on the TCAP, how many times all or any students have been held back, and how many times an individual student has been held back. Are there any patterns I can find to help me teach that individual student? – 6th grade science 

Understanding each student on a broader sense was an imperative for the principals and the teachers. Delving into the educational journey of their students served to better acquaint teachers with individuals in a class and the class as a whole. This use of data led to a more informed decision-making process concerning instruction.

Data as a Diagnostic Tool for Teacher and Student Performance

The teachers of all three schools use student data to gauge their own instructional performance as well as that of their students. For them, the information derived from data identifies areas of effectiveness and opportunities for improvement in classroom practice rather than a means of measuring student achievement levels. In other words, the data drives instruction by providing evidence of what is working for some kids and not working for others. As this teacher stressed during her interview,


It’s how are we doing versus how did the kids do? I look at the result sand think 
about many things, placement and degree of material difficulty for instance. I also 
look at it reflectively. Could I teach this unit differently? Do I need to reteach this 
skill? Could I have done something differently in order for them to get the 
information or the skills? – 7th grade language arts

Teachers at these schools view low student achievement scores as indicative of ineffective teaching (“did I hit the mark of not”) rather than low student aptitude. Teachers agreed that the value of identifying gaps in math and reading is pivotal to providing a means to increase student engagement and achievement levels. They believe the scores tell them where they should shore up their practice versus predict a student’s success in school.

Last year with TCAPs, it showed that we scored low on the 8th grade Economics 
portion. So we got together and said, ‘Okay what does research say that we need 
to do?’ We found out that it all had to do with the students’ understanding of the 

vocabulary of economics, so we weave it into instruction everyday and relate it to 
the kids. So, we took what showed up as a weakness in the kids, knew we had to 
take responsibility for it, and did something about it. – 8th grade language arts.
The practice of using data as an expedient method to evaluate current instructional strategies is integral to the instructional decision-making at these Best Practice schools. Data also provides teachers with an overview of school-wide student achievement gains.


Teachers at the Best Practice schools share the data with their students. An 8th grade language arts teacher described how she helps her students understand what the data is telling her,

I sit one-on-one with my students and show them their data and tell them exactly where they are and where we need to be. – 8th grade language arts.

Another teacher reported that this type of conversation helps the student,
They now know where they are. And what they need to be working on to move to the next level. – 7th grade language arts.

In these examples, the teachers at the Best Practice schools showed students data offered information as to how to tackle weaknesses and celebrate strengths in student performance and teacher instruction. Implicitly, the teachers were telling the students that data use in their schools supplies a tool to understand what needs improvement in all areas of the classroom.


The Policy Connection: How NCLB drives data use


All three faculties understood the important role data plays in terms of the federal No Child Left Behind policy and district initiatives focusing on raising student achievement levels. On the whole, faculty members were aware that the use of data helped to keep their school out of state and district overview. Their understanding of the implications for poor performance was a part of their instructional decision-making as this 8th grade language arts teacher describes,

Come hell or high water we have to get those test scores up because if we don’t, we’ll get in trouble with the state and then that brings someone in to monitor and that means more paperwork for teachers – 8th grade language arts.


Data also made teachers aware of the market effect in school choice in the Nashville area. This area has one of the highest rates of private school enrollments in the country, particularly among whites. The school district also has a number of alternatives to the traditional zoned school model through magnet and other alternative school designs. This market effect exerted pressure on the teachers to keep their scores at a certain level or improve them where necessary. Teachers agreed that they had never thought about having to defend their school’s performance to their parents or the public prior to NCLB. As this 6th grade science and math teacher recounts:


There is a lot of pressure. I recently moved into this area. All the parents want to 
know what the school is like. Is it good for my children? – that kind of thing.

Another 6th grade teacher spoke about one of the unintended consequences of the public posting of test scores:

The last few years we have been doing well. So, now we are afraid that we will bomb. There’s a lot of pressure to perform to keep parents happy. While it doesn’t guide my instruction at school, I think it affects it.


Teachers also reported an increased working knowledge of the alignment between the state’s standards, the district’s curriculum, and the variety of assessments used to monitor student achievement. They struggle to keep a balance between teaching to the test and teaching to the learner even though the culture of their school does not view data in a linear manner. One teacher indicated that her instruction had changed to accommodate the focus on student achievement levels as a way to measure a school’s performance:


I have changed my instruction somewhat. I concentrate on the things that will be 
most important for the kids to know. So, if I know that these standards are 
the 
most important or they will be on the test the most, I concentrate more on that 
section. – 6th grade science teacher


Even so, the teachers agreed that the isolation of the classroom had been broken somewhat and the delivery and intent of instruction has improved in quality. The phenomenon of being comfortable in an atmosphere of shared practice was evident across all three schools. Likewise, the development of constructing, for example, a unit lesson now had to consider intended outcomes in its design that for this experienced 8th grade language arts and social studies teacher was new:


Before NCLB, if I thought creating mummies during a unit of Egypt would be 
fun, I’d include it. I didn’t give a thought as to how the activity would contribute 
to student achievement levels or underscore a skill in the standards. Now, I make 
sure that just about everything is working towards the standards. 

This linking of teachers in conversation about instruction, of knowledge bases and skill sets across subjects and grades, and of alignment between practice, standards, and assessments brings us to our next set of findings in how, specifically, teachers use data to inform instruction.

Collaborative Practices


Teachers across these schools depend on collegial collaboration for much of their work with data. Collaborative structures include grade level and subject specific teams. Teacher planning time and team level meetings, arranged by the principal, are the manner by which data are discussed and strategies are created for improving instruction. This 8th grade language arts teacher recounts a conversation a grade level meeting that brought teachers from all subjects together to take about data:

We plan together by grade level. When we look at the data, we look at more than how the kids did. For instance, last year we did great in reading, but social studies wasn’t so good. So, we knew that something isn’t connecting for the kids.
Informal consultation between teachers was also reported as a means through which faculty use findings from their data to consider changes in instructional strategies. Some teachers even reported talking with teachers in other school divisions. These conversations served to relay knowledge base and skill set expectations as well as feedback on their instructional performance. The teachers explained that these instructional strategies were based on their analysis of the range of data described earlier in the section. These strategies, when operationalized in the classroom, include: 

· Initial classroom placement in the beginning of the school year

· A personal plan of instruction for each student modified over the course of the year as new data might indicate

· Regrouping of students based upon assessment performance level

· Modifying instruction to reteach concepts or skills not yet mastered by students

· Providing peer-tutoring opportunities to help with the remediation of some students and the need to keep advanced students engaged

· Modifying instruction to accommodate student-learning styles uncovered by various assessments

· Creating real-time interventions for students supplied by resources within the school or outside of the school community

· Helping to establish interim substitute teachers brought in under circumstances of duress


The teachers attributed their alacrity with a range of data and the allocation of opportunities to collaborate using data to their principal. What impact do principals have on the levels of commitment and capacity to use data to inform instruction?

Principal Leadership

School leadership with an explicit high level of commitment to the use of data and with a high level of capacity to serve as the instructional leader for using data created the kind of culture producing the teacher behavior findings described in the first section. The greater the facility with using data to inform instruction, the better situated teachers were within these schools to likewise acquire a deep level of commitment to using data. In these schools, teachers benefited directly and measurably form having an on-site expert in the many ways data can be analyzed to impact classroom instruction. 

The principals in the “Best Practice” schools understood the importance of using data from a variety of vantage points, including addressing the specific academic needs of students in a comprehensive way, shaping the best instructional practice from their faculty, marketing their school to the public in a positive way, and complying with federal and state accountability measures. The variety of issues these principals used data for indicates the level of use as integral to their leadership. As one principal put it: 

Using data helps me to guide and advise my teachers without it getting personal. We look at the numbers and see what needs to be done for a child that is below proficiency. We can build a plan for the child that at the same time develops the skills of the teacher.

Their use of data for an assortment of issues provides a model for the range of data needed to inform decision-making for their teachers. Principals in these schools also collected a range of data about their students, including state and district assessment scores, cumulative education information for each student, demographic information, school community information, perceptions of students and teachers about learning, and the variety of learning styles within their school building. One principal described the practice of using data before teachers return for the new school year in August:

I take the data for all the students. I disaggregate the data by child over the summer. Then I put the classes together. I know from TCAP scores where each child will begin the school year. I also developed a data collection tool that brings in all the SES issues possibly affecting the student. They create it from district’s cumulative student folders. Each teacher must fill to a new one for each of their students before school begins. I expect them to reference this data as they plan for the school year.

Another principal uses an additional tool to gather data other than test scores to inform instruction:

We have a form where kids indicate that they are coming – the form asks parents and the child to fill out the form. We also try to get information from the previous year’s teacher. This amounts to an interesting inventory of information including subjects that a student feels ‘strong’ in, favorite subjects, and what made your favorite teacher so special. 

The level of aptitude teachers believed their school leaders possessed impacted teacher use of data to inform instruction as well. This 6th grade math and social studies teacher said:

As teachers, what we look for in our leadership here in the building is to guide and help us. This stuff needs a more hands-on approach to learn how to use it. We get that here at school.

The degree data played in the accountability measures used by the school leader in teacher evaluations also affected teacher behavior. This 5th & 6th grade math teacher describes how the level of accountability faculty are held to regarding student achievement results confirms the principal’s commitment to using data to improve instruction:

[The school leader] calls a spade a spade. If our scores are not that good, the question from the school leaders is ‘We can make excuses all day long, but what can we do to fix it?’.
As another 8th grade math teacher tells us public policy in the form of NCLB has also affected her approach to instruction, assessment, and collaboration with her colleagues:

Before NCLB the classroom was isolated and nobody paid any attention to test scores. The biggest shift has been that we are aware of how we need to prepare our students for succeeding grades and know how to inform our teachers in grades that feed into us as to what skills and knowledge base their students need to come to us with – 8th grade math teacher.
Finally teachers perceived the allocation of resources within the school as an indicator of their principal’s commitment to data use and their alacrity at making use of data to inform instruction. All teachers agreed that their principal’s commitment to reserving time for teachers to talk about data in ways that would inform their instruction signaled a deep and substantial commitment to data use. Teachers knew that principals encouraged informal conversations as well as the formal sessions with data right at hand during discussions. One principal also felt that the linking of teachers by grade and subject area across school divisions would increase the use of data analysis:

We are going to have meetings with our elementary feeder schools. This dialogue will help us all understand what needs we have on the middle school level and how the elementary teachers can prepare the students for success. Student success not only from an academic standpoint, but also an instructional standpoint. These students from elementary school are going from one teacher to four or five teachers all of a sudden. I hope to start conversations with our zoned high school, too. 


Teachers also observed that this significant allocation of time provided the means for the school leadership to deliver data-focused professional development to build capacity among the faculty. As this teacher observed:

Sometimes our Assistant Principal will create a package of data for us to work with. She is very good at data. We learn a lot at these sessions and enjoy seeing what we come up with to inform our practice. -  6th grade language arts teacher
Teachers believed that their school leaders were working diligently to provide them with the most current data from the state and district in as timely a manner as possible. This sense of urgency in delivery of data deepened their perception of commitment among the leadership. The principals’ ability to provide disaggregated data to the teachers to assist in their analysis work was a strong indicator of commitment and capacity in the school leadership as well. Efforts by the school leadership across these schools to procure reliable hardware or the most efficient software again signaled to the teachers the depth and breadth of the commitment and capacity of the school leadership toward using data to inform instruction.

Teachers also cited the commitment and capacity levels of the district as important to their use of data to drive instructional decision-making. Across the three schools, the policy implications associated with student achievement data were perceived as the driving force of the district’s commitment towards data use. The ability of the district to assess the overall performance of the school system through state and district assessments gave additional weight to the teachers’ belief that the district’s commitment to using data was multi-layered. For the teachers, data was a tool used by the district for evaluation and reassignments of teachers, interventions for instructional and behavioral issues, and funding. The lack of ability to deliver state and district data in a timely fashion did not dissuade the teachers of the urgency to build their capacity to use the data once it arrived nor diminished their commitment to value it as a tool to improve instruction.

Obstacles


Much of the literature that explores teacher use of data mentions an inertia that thwarts the integration of this information into daily classroom practice. The resistance stems from a lack of capacity on the part of the teachers to use the data. There is also a level of mistrust as to how the data will be used. The traditional barriers created by teachers have been explored by a variety of studies including the work of Mark & Louis, 1999; Mandinach et al., 2006; Mason 2002, and Wayman, 2005. In these studies, four barriers dominated the teachers’ defiance of using data to inform instruction. The four barriers are:

· Access Issues: the ability to receive timely data from state and district assessment results

· Technical expertise: the availability of an in-house data expert to answer questions and guide professional development

· Training: the creation of programs aimed at building capacity to a level where those trained can become trainers themselves among the faculty

· Trust: the creation of a school climate in which data is used to improve instruction rather than damage a teacher’s reputation

It should be noted that our findings below do share some of these obstacles, but not in the debilitating manner the aforementioned studies suggest. Rather, the obstacles that surfaced in our findings show the tension of increased capacity with the delivery of data, the time to review the data, and the access to data. In short, once levels of commitment and capacity have been increased, the barriers to data use have more to do with teachers wanting to use the data in more ways than not at all.


Time

Throughout most of the interviews two issues arose as obstacles to best practice in the use of data to inform instruction: time and professional development. The issue of time presented itself in three ways: the time to reflect on the data, attaining more access to the data, and the timely delivery of the TCAP scores before the new school year. 


As the commitment and capacity levels increased for the teachers, they wanted more time to reflect on the data they had learned to collect and analyze. As this fifth grade reading teacher said:


Time is a problem. You get the data. You have to find out what each kid did. I 
have 120 students. That is difficult to manage. I also can’t balance the time to 
reflect 
on the data and prepare for instruction. It is just so much. 

Another teacher spoke about her frustration in learning how to use data and then not really having enough time within the school day to process the information or dig further into it.


This is such a great tool for us to use. I wish there was more time to over the data.

One of the principals also voiced frustration over the time teachers now want to spend on data analysis, but the difficulty in finding that time during the school day. The principal had worked to build capacity amongst the faculty and now had a high level of commitment, but teachers did not have adequate time to use data to its fullest. The principal comments:


It is a bit frustrating to get the teachers on board to use data, give them the skills 
to begin to use it to inform instruction, and then not provide ample time just to 
“be” with the data. Too much has to happen during the school day.


Some teachers offered a solution to this time problem by wondering whether the district could provide access to their data on a 24/7 basis. As 6th grade language arts teacher new to MNPS, but experienced in the classroom reported:


In the state I used to work in, I could get to my data at 2 in the morning if I 
wanted to and frankly, sometimes that is the only time I could get to it. The house 
was quiet and it was just the data and me. Maybe the district can make that 
happen here.

When we asked principals about this possibility, they all found it a good idea. They mentioned that teachers can sign up for district-level professional development opportunities at any time of day or not, so that maybe this would work for access to data on a more user friendly basis.


Finally, the timing of the delivery of the state and district assessments to the schools did not provide adequate time for the teachers and principals to analyze the data for issues of student placement and classroom creation at the beginning of the year. One principal described the challenge in terms of receiving data from a variety of feeder elementary schools. Delays make it difficult for teachers to know something about their students before school begins. The challenge is describes this way:

We have kids from 26-30 elementary schools every year for 5th grade. Half come through the lottery and half come through zoning. That fact makes it difficult for 5th grade teachers to have data at the beginning of the year to inform their instruction.

Another principal acknowledged that the district always did their best to get the data delivered in a timely fashion, but the current year found the delivery too close to the first day of school. This delivery becomes more frustrating as the levels of commitment and capacity increase. Teachers begin to understand the value of data, want time to analyze it and put it to use in making instructional decisions, but cannot do the type of analysis that they would have learned to do when the data arrives just before school starts.


Professional Development

The issue of professional development arose during these discussions on time and data use. When asked about how this obstacle could be removed, teachers in all schools indicated the need for software that provides on-site professional development, supplies assessments aligned with state standards and state assessments, returns disaggregated results down to a level of sub skill analysis for each student to every teacher, and accomplishes these tasks twice a year. Most teachers in the three schools had used this type of software, but it was replaced with a software based on individual teacher initiative and had proven to be a failure in supplying teachers with the information they needed to guide their instruction. As a result, one school had already purchased the formerly used software, another planned to use principal discretionary funds to purchase it, and the third school was conferring with their PTO to buy the product for next year. 

According to teachers across the three schools, the implementation of the new software package initiated by the district this year failed because the training did not take into account the lack of knowledge and various skill sets of many of the more experienced teachers. The training was not applicable to all subjects. The transfer of knowledge from training site to classroom failed from lack of embedded support. The hardware needed to complete the analysis was unreliable. The reliance on teacher generated assessments raised issues of validity and generalizability.

These weaknesses in the district’s professional development initiative seemed easily fixed according to the teachers in the “Best Practice” schools. They suggested that the professional development model used to train teachers on the former favorite software product would work again. Following the professional development model used by the favorite software product, used previously by many of the teachers, they called for professional development that was sustained in their schools, embedded in their practice, administered by an expert with implementation of the product monitored by the same level of expertise, and an evaluation process that includes feedback from the teachers. Across schools, teachers wanted to increase their capacity to use data expressing a sense of urgency to integrate this skill fully into their methods of improving instruction. Save for a few teachers who had independently acquired a deeper knowledge base and skill set to use data in formal training settings, most teachers across these schools learned how to use data to inform and improve their practice on the job.

Findings Within Each “Best Practice” School

This section describes the nuances of creating commitment and building capacity to use data within a best practice school. Examining how these subtle gradations in teacher practices serve as windows into how school leadership, local context, and the district impacts teacher data use. Through this process we were able to determine how the varying degrees of expectations, structures, and training provided by school leadership and the resources provided by the district had unique impacts on teacher behavior around data use in each of the selected schools. We also began to see how broader contextual factors such as market pressure and external district expectations for school performance impacted the levels of commitment and capacity of the principals and ultimately teacher behavior around data use.  (Schools are identified by pseudonyms.)

Overall, we found that the use of data in these schools is directly driven by the commitment and capacity levels of the principal to use data to a depth and with a sense of urgency that creates that same level of commitment and can develop the same level of capacity among its faculty. The district’s role in affecting the use of data in schools was important, but lacked the direct effect on practice seen in the relationship between principals and their faculty.  

For each of the three schools, we highlight findings aligned with the lenses or categories that demonstrate the variation in perception and practice regarding data driven decision-making. 

John Adams Middle School (JAMS): 

A case study of principal micromanagement


John Adams Middle School (JAMS) is a traditional zoned middle school. Last year, the school did not make AYP benchmarks for a subgroup in its school population. It is now identified as “Targeted” on the Tennessee AYP benchmark list. The neighborhoods surrounding the school are mostly middle class, two-income families. 

Levels of Commitment and Capacity


Through a close examination of both the teacher and principal interviews, a unique pattern emerged within JAMS showing that teachers had remarkably strong and unified behavior in teacher use of data to drive instructional decisions. Respondents across grade levels and subject areas held uniformly high levels of commitment and capacity around data informing instruction. A teacher’s response illustrates this finding:

“I have begun assessing kids bi-weekly to identify what student needs are and aligning my teaching to these needs so that each child can move forward in proficiency.”-  8th Grade math teacher 


The principal at JAMS led the faculty in the use of data to inform instruction through micromanagement. Through the interviews we learned that the leadership had very high expectations for teacher use of data, providing strong structures of support in monitoring and evaluating data use, strongly encouraging participation in district data use training, and providing effective school level training to constantly improve teacher behavior around using data to inform and improve instruction. 

As one teacher explained:

“Everything that we do at our school is about the data, and when we use data correctly we can help every child move forward in their areas of need”. JAMS 8th grade language arts/reading teacher

These expectations were also evident across an array of meetings, including grade level, subject level, and individual one-on-one meetings with the principal, each consistently focused on the identification and application of school and classroom level data to drive teacher practice and improve student achievement.  Both teacher and principal interviews revealed the high level of involvement of the principal in these meetings, as she was deeply familiar with the data of each student in the school and expected teachers to continually modify instructional goals to increase achievement levels. As one teacher explained: 

“We have to meet with [our principal] so we better be ready to talk about the data and show the progress that we are making”. JAMS 6th grade math teacher
In addition to meeting with teachers on the grade, subject, and individual level the principal made regular visits to every classroom, monitoring the application of data to instructional decision making within the classroom. 

Collaborative Practice

Another unique pattern that emerged in JAMS was the level of support that teachers felt from their colleagues in using data to inform instruction. The following story told by many teachers describes this collegial interaction: 
This September, one of our 7th grade math teachers had to take a leave of absence because of a pregnancy. As a result we got a new teacher who was brand new to teaching. If you were to go into her classroom now you would never know that she hadn’t been here for years, she knows where each of her students stands and has developed lesson plans that differentiate instruction and uses multiple pedagogical methods to meet student needs. The reason this happened is that the other 7th grade math teacher stepped right in, and spent hours of extra time working with her making her familiar with the student data and guide her in using the former teachers old lesson plans and constructing her own. – JAMS 7th grade language arts teacher. 

This story was an indicator of a deeply embedded professional culture that valued the use of data to inform instruction, providing teachers with the necessary school level support and encouragement to do so.  

Professional Development

There was also effective training to build capacity at JAMS. The principal encouraged teacher participation in district professional development, utilized external resources, and provided teachers with additional software to improve teacher data use practices. This participation in district professional development indicated a high level of expectations for teachers to utilize all available resources to build their capacity to use data. Teachers were also encouraged to use external resources such as district math specialists to improve instruction, a resource that was not included in any other interviews at the other schools. Similarly, the principal expected teachers to participate in the training to use the district provided software resource for their analysis. In addition to this software, the principal used PTO money to purchase an additional software program. This product had been used previously in the district with great success to build capacity among faculty. The teachers and the principal preferred this additional program.


Benjamin Franklin Middle School (BFMS): 

A Case Study of Structural Support Leadership

Benjamin Franklin Middle School is a traditional zoned school. The neighborhoods surrounding the school are mostly middle class families. They are in “Good Standing” having made all AYP benchmarks last year. The principal is new this year to the school and to the middle school division. Test score data influence school choice decisions made by these parents. 

Levels of Commitment and Capacity

At BFMS, teachers exhibited high levels of commitment and capacity to use data to inform instruction. The principal attributed variances in teacher practices of data use to teaching experience and the collegiality of teachers at each grade level. Teachers consistently explained that their principal was knowledgeable about data use and available for support but relied on teachers to determine how data could best be used as a tool for informing instruction. The principal relied on the structures of the school, for example the teachers within a grade level, to maintain commitment and build capacity. 

Introduced to data driven decision making as a teacher by the MNPS Director of Assessment this principal had extensive training in data use on the graduate level and as a participant in Vanderbilt University’s Principals’ Leadership Academy of Nashville (PLAN). Through this training the principal developed a deep knowledge and commitment to using data to inform instruction, and spoke in depth about the many ways data could help establish school goals as well as strategies to build capacity among the faculty. These strategies were primarily structural, as she viewed an overall professional culture, grade level meetings, and grade level leadership oriented around data use as critical to strengthening teacher behavior.  

District Resources

The principal was aware of the challenges the new district software brought to her faculty. The principal explained the software was inefficient, unused by the faculty, and the professional development for the product was misaligned with teacher needs. The ineffectiveness of this tool led to the purchase of the same additional assessment software procured by the principal at John Adams Middle School. The principal at TJMS had likewise used ThinkLink, a tool with which the principal had greater familiarity and found more user friendly than what the district supplied.

Thomas Jefferson Middle School (TJMS):

A Case Study of Distributive Leadership


Thomas Jefferson Middle School is a MNPS design center. The school offers a specialized program through a partnership with a Nashville community stakeholder. The level of instruction is demanding. Students zoned for the school wishing to enroll secure their places automatically. Those students outside of the residential school zone must enter a lottery to seek admission. The school is in “Good Standing” on the Tennessee Average Yearly Progress benchmark list.

Levels of Commitment and Capacity

At TJMS, teachers exhibited high levels of commitment and capacity to use data to inform instruction. Colleagues rather than the principal fueled the faculty’s sense of urgency to use data. The majority of teachers believed that data use to inform instruction was important. Save for an effort to have the PTO purchase the same software that the principals at the other schools used to replace the district’s offering, teachers did not mention any indication from the principal as to the expected level of data use in the school. The principal reported a low level of capacity to use data. The principal distributed the responsibility to build faculty commitment and capacity to the school’s assistant principal. The assistant principal was very comfortable with data analysis. 

Collaborative Practices

This distributive leadership effect found its way down to the faculty level. The principal trusted that teachers would use subject and grade level meetings to use data to inform instruction. This resulted in a strong collaborative environment where data was used to inform instructional practices. The principal was not intimately involved in these meetings and thus unable to describe the extent to which these meetings revolved around data use and encouraged effective behavior. This collaboration also included informal professional development training. 

Professional Development

There was also a lack of expectations and accountability structures concerning participation in district led professional development opportunities specifically with respect to the district’s software program. This lack of emphasis on training led to low levels of participation with only (6/18) teachers interviewed having attended district professional development around data use. The principal’s lack of focus on improving teacher capacity to use data resulted in low expectations for data use, insufficient structures for building capacity, no accountability measurements for any application of data, and low levels of participation in both district and school level training. Despite all of these factors, the majority of teachers had elevated levels of commitment to use data to inform instruction and of the capacity to analyze it. These teachers had also used the software program the other two schools had purchased in addition to the district’s offering. They found the information supplied from this program greatly informed their practice. Even though they were currently without the software program, they continued using data, as best they could. 

Contextual Factors


The context of the BFMS community and its design seemed to erase any external pressures on the principal and teachers to secure good testing scores from their students. Since the school was in “Good Standing” and enjoyed a reputation for high academic achievement, the principal described a lack of external pressure from the district to use data in their school. This lowered commitment level on the part of the district seemed to permeate into the principal’s leadership style leaving faculty to their own devices to use data to inform instruction. 
Variances in the Levels of Commitment and Capacity across the “Best Practice” Schools


In our examination of John Adams Middle School the strength and uniformity of reported teacher data use behavior was striking. Through teacher and principal interviews it was difficult to differentiate between teacher and principal effects because teacher practices tended to mirror principal practices. We found that high expectations for teacher data use were communicated structurally through systems of supports and measures of accountability for data use. Principals created time to collaborate around data in grade level team meetings, subject area meetings, school-wide occasions and one-on-one meetings with teachers. In addition to ongoing classroom monitoring, these meetings also served to make teachers accountable for reporting any real time adjustments to instruction meant to address students’ needs. We found that these structures had become a part of the professional culture with individual teachers providing both support and accountability to their colleagues for strong data use practices.


Overall, the principal was committed to using any means available to increase the commitment and the capacity of teachers’ use of data to drive instructional decisions. District’s resources of training and technology complimented the principal’s expectations and supporting structures to build teacher capacity. We found that the principal intensely encouraged teachers to attend district-wide professional development programs and to utilize the available district data experts provided by the district. Similarly, we found that the principal encouraged and expected use of the district provided software, but in recognizing its limitations, utilized PTO funds to purchase a more effective software program. 


The principal at Benjamin Franklin Middle School held high expectations and built structures within grade levels to increase the levels of commitment and capacity around data. The variance of data use across grade levels at Benjamin Franklin Middle School resulted from an unequal distribution of classroom experience and teacher leadership strength. This distribution affected the level of commitment and capacity across grade levels. The principal depended on strong grade level leaders to encourage teachers, provide guidance, and hold teachers accountable when discussing data, but the seventh grade was comprised almost entirely of first year teachers. In this instance, the principal gave additional support to these teachers. This distributive leadership model was largely a product of the principal’s August assignment to the school and moving into the middle school division for the first time.  This principal saw value in the district offered resources using those that she found helpful while finding alternatives when necessary to better support her teachers. 


The teacher outliers at Thomas Jefferson Middle School who were either first year teachers with little capacity or older teachers with little commitment revealed that the overall strong teacher levels of commitment and capacity were largely a teacher effect. The school leadership operated with a distributed leadership style that provided little expectation, structure, or training for using data to inform instruction.  The principal delegated the responsibility of building commitment and capacity for data use to the Assistant Principal. We discovered that the school’s lower levels of commitment and capacity were attributed to a school leader’s lack of formal training in data use.  The inclusion of TJMS in the “Best Practice” sample is puzzling.  Considering that there is a lack of leadership driven expectations for data. Yet the teachers do show a modicum of commitment to use data to drive instruction and a capacity to use data in a way to inform instruction. A district that placed little pressure on the school to use data because of its good standing may also reinforce the leadership style. This lack of commitment also led to a minimal use of external technological or human resources, and little encouragement towards the faculty to attend district professional development.

Findings Across Surveyed High Priority Schools


Our qualitative analysis of open-ended surveys conducted at the high priority schools confirmed the findings that emerged from interviews at the best practice schools: 

· Teacher commitment and capacity were impacted by the expectations, structures and training opportunities provided by school leadership and the district

· Principal leadership determines the level of commitment and capacity held by their faculty toward the use of data to inform instruction

· Contextual Factors impacts the level of expectations, structures, and training provided to teachers by school leadership in the use of data to inform instruction

· District resources including Professional Development and Technology were not sufficient for improving teacher commitment or capacity

However, in addition to these common findings, there are several unique trends that emerged from the high priority schools.  These include:

· Data use was limited to standardized test scores and was not integral to informing instructional decisions.

· Data use focused on efforts to move schools off the AYP High Priority List by moving ‘bubble’ students into the next highest category

· Strategies for data use were not likely to be discussed during grade level and subject area meetings

· These schools demonstrated:

· A lack of initiative to utilize data analysis as a tool for self-evaluation of instruction

· A perceived lack of strong principal leadership aimed at fostering commitment to and capacity for data driven decision making

· A perceived lack of expectations, support, or training from principals that led to a loosely coupled system manifested in faculty volunteerism, and variability, in the use of data


Overall, we found that the use of data in these schools is directly affected by the commitment level and capacity of the teachers. Unlike the best practice schools, the principals did not to create a high level of commitment among the faculty nor build among them a level of capacity to use data to a depth that insures best practice in informing instruction. Through the analysis of the surveys and our on-site experience at the schools, we found that the perceived lack of strong principal leadership led to a definitive pattern among the school faculty. Their perceived lack of expectations, support, or training from the principal led to a loosely coupled system manifested in faculty volunteerism in the use of data.


When we looked at the schools as a whole, we saw a variance of commitment and capacity throughout the teacher corps. At each school, the responses indicated that some of the teachers did, in fact, use some of the best practice methods when using data, but most did not. There were indications that at a few schools the principal was able to create some sense of urgency in using data to inform instruction.

Instructional Practices

In general, the faculty across the six schools did not find data integral to informing their instruction. The range of data, however, was limited to standardized test scores. Data informed the teachers as to how to develop strategies to improve their AYP status in the district. There was no mention of holding a holistic view of the child or using data to somehow diagnose teacher or student performance. This focus was fueled by the connections teachers made between their practice and the federal and state policies of accountability in schools. 

Data as a strategic tool


For the most part, the faculties across these schools use the state and district standardized scores as a means to create a strategy of instruction to move off of the AYP High Priority List. There was a lack of evidence that any other from of data is used for initial student placement, subsequent reconfiguration of groupings, or potential comprehensive reteaching. No survey respondent ever mentioned using a range of data in concert with formal standardized assessments. There was no use of data spanning a variety of types of information including teacher conversations, parent communications, report cards, attendance rates, discipline issues, and interventions a student may have received for academic or behavioral issues. Their approach is tailored to focus on the students whose scores are just under the level of “proficient” in the AYP benchmarks. The tactic calls on teachers to focus their attention on the students who have the greatest chance of moving to a higher achievement level on the AYP scale. As a 6th grade math and language arts teacher recounts:


I target the students. Especially pulling the students who are on the bubble and 
create solutions to help them move to the next level.

The success of these “bubble kids” leads teachers to design instruction around the state and district assessments. As this 5th grade teacher describes:


I find out which questions they missed. I teach these items at the beginning 

of the year. Then I review the entire assessment with the class. I plan 


things based on the deficient objectives.

Teachers use the data to rate their students designing instructional efforts to raise scores as much as possible. This 7th grade math teacher described her method for concentrating efforts on moving students up to the next AYP achievement level:


I organize the data according to the percentage of students who were 


proficient or non-proficient in each area. If a specific area is weak, then 


those skills need to be targeted. I would use the information to decide my 


course of action to get the most students to the proficient and advanced levels.

In fact, several teachers took on the students’ scores as their own as this 7th grade teacher states:


By looking at the data and the scores, I can tell what I need to focus on to try to 
keep my scores where they were from last year – if they were good. Or I have to 
think about what I am going to do to raise them.


Single Indicator for each Student


Teachers in the surveyed High Priority List schools, focused on the test scores to almost completely influence their instruction. As this 6th grade math and language arts teacher described, 


I use the scores to group the children, integrate the subject matter across the 
curriculum, and consider how to prepare them for the test [TCAP].

This practice was led, in part by the principal and district’s focus on improving AYP benchmarks to get off of the High Priority List. Explicit expectations in one school prompted this teacher to illustrate the press from the school leadership to target students, especially those on the bubble:


Our principal shows us how many kids we need to find in a certain subgroup that 
we believe can move up to the next level. Those are the kids we are to focus on for 
the year to move us closer to getting off “the List”.

We found little evidence that the faculties in these six schools investigate the educational journey of the students in their classrooms. This one-dimensional use of a single data point also led to a lack of data use in collaborative efforts in the schools.

Collaborative Practices

While collaboration exists in the schools, little of it is anchored by data use. The weekly grade level meetings include discussions on classroom management, parent interactions and subject content information. A few schools see their principal every other week during their grade level meetings, but there was little evidence that data use was a part of the meeting’s agenda. There is a feeling among some teachers that these meetings could be used to discuss data as this 6th grade reading and language arts teacher asserts:


Team meetings are held once a week. Every other week, we meet with our 
principal. I would like for my team to meet once a week just for us to talk about 
data and group lesson planning.

There is little evidence suggesting that collaborative opportunities exist across grade levels, across subject area, and across school divisions in these “High Priority” schools.

Using data to assess instructional performance


We found no indication that teachers in these six schools use data to gauge their own instructional performance. There was no mention of principals and teachers meeting individually to see how data could highlight the strengths and weaknesses of classroom practice. There is also a lack of any sense of urgency to build the capacity to use data. The reliance on the principal to supply the data and tell them what it means to construct their strategy to increase scores was widespread. 

Principal Leadership


Across most of the schools, principals were viewed as the person responsible for delivering the test scores to the teachers. There was a lack of evidence that principals in these schools made the use of data essential to instruction. This lack of evidence could be attributed to the principal’s inability to exert enough influence to build commitment or capacity across the faculty in data use. This 8th grade reading and language arts teacher described her principal in this manner:


The leadership is good at initial direction and supplying the data forms, etc. 
However, they lack mentoring teachers through the process of using data. Many 
teachers have to fend for themselves often leading to anxiety and confusion 
because there is so much data and tests given throughout the school year.
Other teachers throughout the schools felt a similar lack of support, but one 5th grade math and language arts teacher remarked that maybe the use of data was not even in the principal’s purview of responsibilities:


[The principal] is always available. I have not used this resource very much. I 
don’t really think the principal needs to be very involved in this aspect of the 
school.


The use of professional development training within the schools was never mentioned. Most teachers referred to district professional development training as a self-selected activity focused on building subject content knowledge. Many teachers were unaware of the programs the district sponsored about data. Some had soured on professional development over the years. Specific software training or learning how to use data was rarely mentioned. There was a lack of evidence that any of the principals had set an expectation for teachers to enroll in district professional development opportunities focused on data use to inform instruction. One teacher cried foul when some of her team of teachers attended a professional development workshop on technology use:


We have PD available for some areas of interest. It is hard to get all of my team 
to attend. Those that do end up keeping the technology issued at the workshop. 
So, we all don’t get to benefit from their new knowledge or equipment.



Most teachers felt that the principal’s concentration on data was due to the outside pressures on the school to make AYP benchmarks getting them closer to removal from the High Priority List. Across schools, there was a lack of evidence of any connection made between the principal, informing instruction, and data. As this 6th grade math and language arts teacher described,


The administration is concerned with the data because there are so many outside 
pressures to meet AYP requirements. They use data to inform us of where we are, 
both as a school and as a grade level, and where we need to get to in order to 
meet requirements. Other than that, it is up to the classroom teacher to use data 
to drive instruction.

Findings within High Priority Schools

Martha Washington Middle School


This school comes closest to showing evidence of best practice use of data across the faculty. Survey responses indicated that several of these teachers use data to inform their instruction. Evidence of the use of data in collaborative practice was found in the responses. Regard for the principal as a leader with a high level of commitment and capacity in using data was also evident. The faculty relied on the principal to help build capacity in data use among the faculty. The level of engagement with the survey was the highest of all the schools: teachers readily completed the survey and held conversations with Project Team members about the school and instruction in a High Priority school. There was some evidence of linking across grade levels in collaborative ways to improve instruction. While all of these things were evident, many teachers orient their data use around raising student scores to move off of the AYP benchmark list. 

Abigail Adams Middle School


AAMS shows evidence of best practice in using data to inform instruction. Respondents did link the use of data to informing instruction, but still strongly held the intent of using data as a way to raise scores. The principal leadership model parallels the distributive leadership style of one of the Best Practice schools. At School B, the Assistant Principal’s level of commitment and capacity to use data and to train teachers in the use of this tool was cited as the guiding force within the school. There was also evidence that teachers use a range of data throughout the year to assess their progress in engaging students to, hopefully, raise achievement levels.

Betsy Ross Middle School


Teachers at BRMS seem to struggle with trying to find a balance between using data as a tool to inform instruction and using data to improve their school’s status on the AYP benchmark list. For some teachers, the link that improved instruction could produce higher scores is not yet made. There is evidence of collaboration among the teachers, but data did not play a significant part in any of the instances described. The principal level of commitment to use data is recognized as high, but couched within the goal of improving the AYP status of the school rather than improving instruction. The capacity level of the principal is regarded as high. Teachers reported that the availability of the principal to guide or train teachers in data use seems thwarted by all of the other concerns the principal faces. 

Pocahontas & Amelia Earhart Middle Schools


These two schools, while not exactly the same in their use of data; can be grouped closer together than with other schools because of the similarities in their responses. In these two schools, a demonstrable shift in the use of data is evident. These teachers use state and district assessment data, almost exclusively, to inform their instruction with the express intention of raising students scores to reach levels of achievement that will move them up from their current status on the AYP benchmark list. Collaboration is evident among grade level teachers, but the conversation surround moving kids from one level to another for the perceived school goal of moving up in AYP status. Finally, the on-site experiences of the Project Team showed clear evidence of mistrust in the stated intention of the survey data collection. There was also a lack of engagement in the research effort as one school forgot we were coming causing us to reschedule the administration data and the other school required repeated promptings by the principal to get teachers to participate. 

Florence Nightingale Middle School


This school showed evidence of a complete corruption of the district’s intended use of data to inform instruction. Teachers were instructed by the principal to find the students whose scores indicated a clear potential of moving up to the next achievement level. The principal had calculated the number of students in each subgroup the school needed to improve their AYP status. Once identified, these students were to receive special attention to insure that they gained the necessary knowledge and skill sets to increase their scores. This school displayed the greatest resistance to participating in the survey. While their response rate is high in comparison, that rate can be attributed to the morning announcement delivered by the principal that sounded more like an order than an invitation to participate. During the administration of the survey, the Project Team received comments of discontent from teachers regarding the time it took from their own work and the issue of anonymity. In fact, two teachers that began filling out the survey, completed the first page of it, said they would take it to their classrooms to finish and return it by the end of the day. A member of the team waited 90 minutes past that time for the teachers to return. Upon exiting from the school, the team member ran into the two teachers in the hall who smiled, turned away, and walked into a classroom.

Summary of Overall Findings 


When we looked across all of the schools, we found evidence that in certain dimensions teachers at these middle schools use data to inform instruction. A variance in practice exists between schools and within schools, however.  This variance existed across six categories including: 1) Instructional Practices, 2) Range of Data to Inform Instruction, 3) Holistic View of Education, 4) Data as a Diagnostic Tool, 5) Collaborative Practices, and 6) Principal Leadership.  The variance in these categories created a continuum, within Best Practice schools at one end modeling methods of best data use to inform instruction (to varying degrees) and High Priority schools at the other end using data in a manner contrary to the intentions of the policymakers and district leaders (to varying degrees).
SECTION 6
Discussion


This section returns to the major findings of the study and links them to the extant literature in the field. Our intent rests with explaining the meaning of the findings against the backdrop of the MNPS context. 

Key Findings

To begin, we found that the principal is the key player in building the commitment and capacity levels among the teacher corps to use data to inform instructional decision-making. We found in the study that when principal leadership aligns with the standards established in the literature (McLeod 2005; Ingram, 2004; Armstrong & Anthes, 2001) for creating positive conditions for instructional practices, teacher commitment and capacity improved. Specifically we found that when principal leadership oriented the district resources of training, technology, time, and access to data around improving teacher instructional practices there was a positive impact on these practices.


We also found that the range and extent to which that data are used can provide profound information about an individual student, a grade level, a school population, and a district’s student body. Teacher practice in using this range of data links faculty within schools; across grade levels and subject matter. At times, the best practice of using data includes reaching out to other school divisions to seek advice on improving instruction. In other circumstances, teachers communicate their expectations for content knowledge level and skill sets to other teachers in lower grade levels. This linking of schools through the use of data will serve to strengthen the delivery of the core technology throughout the school system. 


It is clear from our analysis that contextual factors such as the SES realities of the school community and placement on the AYP benchmark list, impact the level of expectations, structures, and training provided to teachers by school principals in the use of data. These factors influence the principal’s use of data within the school. This orientation can affect teacher commitment and capacity to using best practices. This contextual effect also impacts the faculties’ understanding of the district’s commitment to using data to inform instruction. In the Best Practice schools, the district’s hand in both supplying data and providing resources to develop the capacity to use data lacked a sense of urgency. This was not the case in the High Priority schools. These schools felt the pressure of their status on the list from the district through the principal’s leadership. These findings are also depicted in other research about data use.
Principal Leadership

In our study we found that principal leadership varied across the two samples by the degree to which they oriented district resources towards impacting teacher commitment and capacity for data use.  Within the Best Practice schools principals used practices established in the literature see (McLeod, 2005; Ingram, 2004; Armstrong & Anthes, 2001) to orient these resources towards improved instructional practices. These included: 

· Using a range of data to inform instruction

· Using a holistic view of student performance

· Using data as a diagnostic toll for teacher and student performance

· Using data to connect policy to practice

· Using data as a core for creating and informing collaborative practice 

Inside the High Priority schools, principals oriented these resources towards improving scores. The result of this resource allocation directly impacted the degree to which the aforementioned obstacles were alleviated or remained. 

Consequently, our findings show that among the Best Practice schools there is ample evidence that these barriers described above were limited. Faculty believed that the principal would intercede to improve issues such as receiving data from the district in a timely manner and providing the necessary technology to support the use data to inform instruction. Ultimately, such intercessions demanded the reallocation of resources from PTO funds or principal discretionary funds to secure software that teachers and principals found more effective and efficient than the district supplied resource. In the High Priority schools the issue of trust seemed the most pressing in breaking down barriers to increasing the commitment and capacity to use data.


In the course of the study, we found the following information about principal leadership:

· Goals: Faculty followed the goals centered on the use of data established by the principal. The Best Practice schools used data to inform instruction. The High Priority Schools used data to improve their status on the AYP benchmark list. 

· Commitment: A faculty’s level of commitment to using data was fueled by the explicit expectations and sense of urgency held by the principal.

· Capacity: The development of the knowledge base and skill set to use data to inform instruction originated with the principal. The quality of delivery of the professional development also stemmed from the principal. Therefore, the principal was integral to the manner in which capacity was built among the faculty.

Context


The contextual component influences the particular practice of using data to inform instruction.  Data use to inform instruction is situated politically, economically, and socially as well as academically for teachers. There are cultural conditions necessary for a school district and schools to encourage teachers to use data to inform instructional decisions. Once a school culture is constructed in a way conducive to data use, what best practices do teachers employ with data use and instruction? Our search produced another rubric from which to assess the school cultures in our study as well as the development of best practice skills and whether they grew through an individual’s self-agency, professional development programs, or both. The studies see: (Boudett et al, 2005; Mason, 200; Wayman, 2005; Ingram, Louis & Schroeder, 2004; Linn & Miller, 2005) yielded this set of best practices in the use of data to inform instructional decisions: 

· Data informs teachers on the content and delivery of instruction to their students

· In the Best Practice schools, data informs teachers as to their ability to connect their content knowledge with their students. In the High Priority schools, data was not used as a piece of information to inform instructional practice. Rather, teachers used the data to evaluate the capacity of their students. 

· Sheds light on the performance of the class as a whole as well as individuals

· The Best Practice schools used data to insure that class construction would foster a positive learning environment for all of the students. In the High Priority schools, the presumption was that the class was weak academically. The data allowed teachers to focus on individual students with the greatest likelihood of advancing to the next achievement level thus improving the school’s status on the AYP benchmark list.

· Brings to light the strengths and weaknesses of a school community and a district’s curriculum &

· Helps uncover gaps in the alignment of instruction with state standards and assessment tools &

· Refines course offerings &

· The Best Practice schools used data to constructively assess their ability to educate their student body as well as review the compatibility of the prescriptions of the district with the efforts in their school.

· Causes the reconfiguration of student groupings &

· Identifies the outliers in the class in terms of achievement levels

· The Best Practice schools used data to create student groupings that would enhance the learning experience for all of the students. The High Priority schools looked to serve the needs of those children most likely to move to the next achievement level.


To a school, our findings from the Best Practice sample indicate the presence of these activities amongst the faculty when using data. There was a wide variance in the presence of these activities in the High Priority Schools sample. This variance impacted the commitment and capacity levels of the use of data both school-wide and on an individual teacher basis rendering, in some cases, the use of data as a tool of strategy that had grade level teams focusing on the advancement of a few children whom seemed most likely to advance into a higher level of achievement thus helping the school make AYP for that subgroup.
Professional Development


Finally, a common thread throughout all of the literature was the importance of good professional development programs to build the capacity of teachers to use data to inform instructional decision (Boudett et al, 2005; Wayman 2005; & Ingram, Louis & Schroeder, 2004).  A conceptual framework for developing good professional development programs that will build the capacity to use data to inform instruction includes these core features and structural components see: (Garet, Porter, et al; Hiebert, 1999; Little, 1989)

· Established around the overarching goal of improving students’ achievement of comprehensive learning goals

· Focus on the development of skill through increased knowledge of content knowledge (how data informs instruction)

· Opportunities for different forms of learning including active, participatory activities 

· Site-based, ongoing (measured in years), embedded collaborative opportunities


Certainly, this component of increasing data use to inform instruction hinges upon the commitment and capacity level of the school leadership supported by the district. We found that if teachers are skillful in using data to inform their instruction, then the use of data changes from an add-on to an already exhausting list of responsibilities to a tool of necessity by which to increase student engagement and thus student achievement levels.


Unpacking each of these components further illustrates the different manner in which data are used in these two samples. Creating professional development programs around the objective of improving student achievement in the Best Practice schools views instruction as the basis for reaching this goal. In the High Priority schools, data provided strategic information to improve scores. Best Practice schools viewed data as information that would increase their ability to convey the content knowledge of their subject matter in a more learner friendly mode. The High Priority schools focused on building the capacity of a few students to deliver higher scores on state and district standardized assessments. Data use in the Best Practice schools encouraged teachers to tray new ways of instruction. Instruction in the High Priority schools centered on trying new ways to get their students to score higher on the achievement tests. Finally, embedding the professional development into the daily life of the faculty at the Best Practice schools spawned new avenues for collaboration while building capacity. In the High Priority schools, professional development centered on data use was absent.
District Resources:

Delivered through principal leadership and professional development, the district resources of technology, time, and access to data were provided to improve teacher commitment and capacity for data use. As the literature points out, each of these resources is essential to improve teacher commitment and capacity for data use.  Regarding technology, the literature points out the need for appropriate and user-friendly technology for analyzing, summarizing, organizing and displaying results (Bernhardt, 2003; Mandinach et al., 2005; Wayman, 2005; Wayman et al., 2004). Regarding time, the literature points out the need for allocating adequate time for educators to study and think about data available to them, to collaborate in interpreting data and collectively develop actions (Marsh, 2006). Regarding access to data, the literature points out the need for user friendly and accessible data system (Bernhardt, 2003; Mandinach et al., 2005)  


Over the course of the study we found that the resources provided by the district were not sufficient to increase teacher commitment and capacity for data use. This was evidenced by the fact that in the absence of very strong principal leadership these resources did not positively impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use. In the course of the study we found the following information about these resources: 
· Technology:  Teachers did not utilize the current data collection and analysis software (EduSoft) provided by the District. It was perceived as insufficient to inform instructional practice. The software had limitations including teacher-generated assessments reducing, faulty hardware, and applicability to only a few subject areas, and general inconvenience for teachers to ascertain data from which to inform their practice.
· Time:  Teachers consistently reported needing more time to access data and plan instructional strategies based upon their data. Teachers also spoke of the need for more time to collaborate with other teachers.  
· Access to Data:  Teachers consistently reported that access to data was a barrier to using data to inform their instructional practices. They expressed interest in having 24/7 access to their students’ data.
Accountability


The use of data to inform instruction is woven into the context of the educational accountability era in public education. Education research experts believe that the shift from measuring inputs to deliver the core technology to assessing outcomes of schooling provides greater understanding of the system’s existing strengths and weaknesses as well as the current and future challenges it faces (Wong & Nicotera, 2007; Amrein & Berliner, 2002; & Grissman & Koretz, 2002). Politically, the value placed on the assessment data from schools helps to fund initiatives for greater equity and adequacy as well as fuel new experiments on shifting the educator compensation plan from tenure to productivity (Guthrie et al, 2007; Porter, Chester & Schlesinger, 2004; & Ingram, Louis, & Schroeder, 2004). 

Economically, the age of educational accountability provides schools with a means to evaluate whether or not the core technology has adapted to meet the needs of the changing global economy once sustained by work of the hand, but now fueled by work of the mind (Marshall & Tucker, 1992; Leavitt & Dubner, 2005). The accountability model has also pushed the teaching profession to acquire a new knowledge base and skill set aimed at increasing the capacity to proactively affect a child’s learning based on achievement test score data (Darling-Hammond, 2004). Socially, reporting achievement levels of school children has had a significant impact on attempts to close the achievement gaps in reading and math, although, admittedly, with some unintended consequences, including narrowing the curriculum and pushing instruction toward the lower order of cognitive skills (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Koretz & Barron, 1998; Linn, 2000; Stetcher, Barron, Kaganoff & Goodwin, 1998). Contextually then, society seems comfortable with the educational accountability era and the promise it holds for school improvement.

The No Child Left Behind federal legislation has moved past its initial stages, yet as with any policy intervention, resistance to the implementation of the program remains. Much of the literature on the implementation of school reforms shows, teachers and change are not, initially, welcomed companions (Murphy, 2002, Cohen & Ball, 1998, McElrath, 1998; Eichholz, 1963). Most inertia directed towards the use of data to inform instruction stems from a lack of capacity on the part of teachers as well as distrust, on their part, of its application in schools (Marks & Louis, 1999). Studies show that there is a tension for teachers between what the use of data in school improvement to increase student achievement means and the evaluative component these assessments shed on their practice. Is data used for the accountability purposes of evaluating a teacher? And if so, how can such an evaluation take place without also consulting other forms of assessments? Or are data used to inform the organization, in this case a school, of its strengths and weaknesses in delivering the core technology to a diverse group of learners? Barriers to implementation form and hinder the growth of capacity to use the assessment data tool. These barriers include those found in a variety of studies including (Mandinach et al, 2006; Choppin, 2002; Mason, 2002; Wayman 2005):
· Access issues

· Technical expertise

· Training

· Trust

Implications of the Findings

The significance of these findings is the information they supply to the district. They show that the distributive leadership model employed to disseminate the district’s high levels of commitment and capacity through the principal is working to some extent in the middle school division. This information will help guide the districts resources and structures of support to increase the levels of commitment and capacity throughout MNPS. The finding that Best Practice schools believe in the importance of using a range of data to inform instruction will help the district and principals reorient teachers to using data to develop craft versus being evaluated. The findings also show that data can be easily hijacked for intentions borne out of the context in which the school sits. The implication of this finding will guide the district to safeguard against such use of data by principals facing enormous pressure to raise their status on the AYP benchmark list. Finally, the findings will inform the district in ways that will strengthen the allocation of resources, the delivery of data, and the professional development initiative aimed at increasing the levels of commitment and capacity among MNPS faculty. 

Possible Limitations to the Design and their Effect

Certainly, the most prominent issue with the design is the size of both samples. The delivery date of the study and the size of the project team limited inclusion of Best Practice sites to more than three. Still, we were able to meet with many of the faculty we sought out enjoying in-depth conversations yielding findings that will inform the district. Another issue, and perhaps the looming one, is the survey instrument. The level of engagement the teachers would take to respond to the survey was overestimated. The level of mistrust in the High Priority in how the leadership uses this information could have caused the subject desirability response bias providing data that may not correspond with actual attitudes and practice. The writing level of the respondent may also explain the amount of writing provided for each survey section. The part the principal played in getting teachers to participate in the survey may have affected the responses. The variance in how the principals handled this aspect of the data collection could be a limiting factor for the data. Finally, the survey did not provide an opportunity for further probing of the participants. Perhaps follow up focus groups within the schools would have provided the opportunity to confirm or deny the findings. 

New contributions to the research


An underlying theme presented in the findings is the power of policy over the decision-making mechanisms of a principal. We saw the corruption of the use of data in the High Priority schools, including one school that completely derailed the intent of the use of data to inform instruction. Yet, from what we learned about these principals, we are quite sure that they could, in fact, be torn between devising a means to improve their school’s status on the AYP benchmark list and creating long-term, sustainable solutions to the tremendous instructional challenges faced in High Priority schools. 


A study that confronts this issue would provide beneficial insight to district leaders. The tension between good classroom practice and policy impacts a principal’s leadership style. Unpacking the competing issues facing a principal and the use of data would inform the district as to how it can better support existing principals and those educators seeking to become principals. Guiding questions for study could include:

How does the market effect of school choice affect the decision making process of a principal?

How does the No Child Left Behind policy constrict or loosen a principal’s capacity to lead?

How does a principal rectify the competing interests of improving achievement scores and creating an atmosphere for instruction that serves all students in a High Priority school?
Section 7

Recommendations

Our project team found high levels of teacher commitment and capacity to be crucial for comprehensive use of data to inform instruction. We also found that commitment and capacity for data use varied across and within the two samples of “Best Practice” and “High Priority” schools. 


Using the districts framework for change as a guide, we found that the district resources of training, technology, time, and access to data had varied impacts on teachers throughout the district. We found that the orientation of these resources by principal leadership influenced whether teachers had a high commitment and capacity for data use.  When principals aligned these resources with district expectations to improve instructional decision-making, these resources positively impacted teacher practices. This finding led us to the following recommendation: 

Recommendation 1: Invest in training in principal leadership to improve their commitment and capacity to orient district resources around impacting data informed instruction. 


Using the district’s framework for change, we found that the districts professional development program relied heavily on principal leadership to impact teacher commitment and capacity for the use of data.  This model created a variance across school sites dependent upon principal leadership. The professional development offered outside of the principal was not sufficient to positively impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use. This finding led us to the following recommendation: 

Recommendation 2: Expand and improve the existing professional development program around data use to ensure the district resources of technology, time, and access to data are central to teacher training. 


Using the district’s framework for change, we found that teachers in both school samples found the district resources of technology, time, and access to data use wanting.  The weaknesses in these resources put an enormous pressure on principal leadership to train teachers and practice creative insubordination to secure additional resources (Software Program). This finding led us to the following recommendation: 

Recommendation 3: Improve the existing resources of technology, time, and access to data to positively impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use. 


The result of these recommendations will be an improvement in both district resources as well as the delivery mechanisms (Principals/Professional Development Staff) of these resources. Our findings on the variance of teacher commitment and capacity for data use within the district justify the human and resource allocations that will be necessary to make these improvements. Our findings within “Best Practice” schools provide us with encouragement that best practices in the use of data to inform instruction is an achievable expectation by the district.
MNPS Theory of Change for Increasing Teacher Commitment/Capacity for Data Use











Finding: When the principal leadership at “Best Practice” Schools used strategies presented in the literature (Expectations, Structures, Training) for improving conditions within the schools commitment and capacity increased. In effect, these strategies oriented district resources of training, technology, time, and access to data with district expectations to improve instructional decision making these resources positively impacted teacher practices.  Teacher outcomes included: 

· A full range of data is utilized to inform instructional decisions

· Teachers held a holistic view of student performance

· Multiple forms of data are used to evaluate instructional effectiveness

· Data driven decision making is a common component of group planning time

The Need: When principal leadership at High Priority schools did not use strategies presented in the literature, the teacher outcomes included the following: 

· Data use limited to standardized test scores

· Data use focused on efforts to move schools off the AYP High Priority List

· Strategies for data use were not often discussed during grade level and subject area meetings

Current Resource: MNPS principals currently have both mandatory and optional professional development around the use of data for school leadership. Mandatory professional development comes through both the Tennessee Academy of School Leaders (required for renewed license) and bi-monthly meetings with central office staff. Voluntary Professional Development includes several state programs (Assistant Principals Academy and Beginning Principals Academy) as well as the local program of Principals’ Leadership Academy of Nashville (PLAN). PLAN is a yearlong professional development program focusing on issues of leadership and data use.  The program provides principals with coaches and project based learning opportunities.
Resource Improvement: 

· Develop a professional development program for all principals, including the key components of PLAN: Leadership, Data Use, Ongoing, Project-Based, and led by Mentors. 

· Develop an in-house diagnostic tool to be administered prior to entry into the Professional Development Initiative.  This tool will determine the current capacity of principals both leadership and data use. 

· Utilize a diagnostic tool to differentiate the content of the Professional Development program towards areas of principal leadership and data use needing improvement. 


Finding: We found that the district’s professional development program relied heavily on principal leadership to impact teacher commitment and capacity for the use of data.  This model created a variance across school sites dependent upon principal leadership. The professional development offered outside of the principal was not sufficient to positively impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use. This finding led us to the following recommendation:
Needs: Professional Development program that provides instruction to build the capacity to use the available technological tools to collect and analyze data to develop the ability to inform instruction.

Current Resource: The MNPS professional development model built to train teachers in data relies upon principals and district data experts to improve teacher commitment and capacity for data use. Like many districts, MNPS relies heavily on its principals in the delivery of professional development around data use. 
Improvement of Resource:

· Develop a mandatory comprehensive professional development for teachers around data use. 

· Expand existing professional development within the school (using Data Experts and Mentors) 

· Expand professional development offerings outside the school in the interpretation of data and application to instruction. 

· Develop a diagnostic tool to determine level of teacher capacity in interpreting data and informing practices. Use

· Use results of the diagnostic tool to differentiate teacher professional development for both the interpretation of data and application in classroom instruction. 

· Utilize embedded data experts in the form of teacher leadership or additional staff

Resource A: Technology for Data Use
Finding:  The current data collection and analysis software provided by the District (EduSoft) was left unutilized by teachers. It was perceived as insufficient for informing instructional practice. The software was found to have limitations including teacher generated assessments, faulty hardware, applicability for only a few subjects, and general inconvenience for teachers to ascertain data from which to inform their practice.

Need:  Software that collects data via supplied assessments providing teachers with disaggregated data that can be applied to instructional decision-making

Current Resource: EduSoft Software is the current district software available to teachers to disaggregate data into a form useable for making instructional decisions. The software was found to have limitations including teacher specific assessments, faulty hardware, accessibility for only a few subjects, and generally inconvenient for teachers to ascertain data from which to inform their practice. 
Improvement of Resource: 

· Choose another software package that provides assessments and comprehensive disaggregated data for all Tennessee standards based subjects 
· The software chosen must be accompanied by training to increase the levels of commitment and capacity to use the data generated by the product

· Develop diagnostic tool to determine level of teacher capacity in interpreting data and informing practices. Use

· Use results of diagnostic tool to differentiate teacher professional development needs for both interpretation of data and application in classroom instruction. 

Resource B: Time 
Finding: Teachers consistently reported not having enough time to access data and plan instructional strategies based upon this information. Teachers also spoke of the need for more time to collaborate with other teachers.  
Need: Need for teachers to have increased time to access data, collaborate with other teachers, and plan instructional strategies.
Current Resource: Teachers are provided time to work on data through grade/school level meetings. Time is provided for teachers to participate in professional development around the use of data and technology for data use. Providing additional time for accessing data, collaborating with faculty and planning instruction is not a requirement of school leadership. 
Improvement of Resource:

· Establish a district wide scheduling policy for an additional 1 hour a week for teachers to work collaborate with other teachers and district data experts to analyze data and make instructional changes. 

· Improve principal leadership so that time provided for grade/subject level meetings around data is focused on how to analyze and apply data.  

· Improve professional development so that time provided for programs is used effectively to impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use. 

· Improve district software resources and training in its use so that teacher time is used effectively to analyze data and apply to instruction. 

Resource C: Access to Data

Finding: Teachers consistently reported that access to data was a barrier to using data to inform their instructional practices. They expressed interest in having 24/7 access to student data
Need: In order for teachers to use data to inform instruction it must be easily accessible and user friendly. 
Current Resource. Currently teachers have access to summative student data through the cumulative files at the school level.  Teachers do not have 24/7 access to longitudinal student data. Teachers have access to formative data through the district provided EduSoft software during the school day. 

Improvement of Resource: 

· Provide an online system for 24/7 access to student data so teachers can review data at their convenience in case activities during the school day prevent working with the data in a productive and reflective way.
Impact of Recommendations:


The findings of this report drive the recommendations for improvement.  The project team found varied levels of commitment and capacity within the two samples, a variance connected to factors outside of the classroom.  We found these factors to include both principal leadership and resources provided by the school and district (Training, Technology, Time, and Access to Data).  Our recommendations seek to improve these inputs and effectively increase teacher commitment and capacity for data use.  From our findings in the “Best Practice” schools we are confident that when the conditions are right, teacher commitment and capacity will increase in the use of data to inform instruction. 
SECTION 8

Evaluation of Recommended Improvements

This section provides a proposed evaluation plan for the district to measure the impact of the recommendations. As a result of our findings on teacher practices in the use of data to inform instruction, we recommended the following

Recommendation 1: Invest in training in principal leadership to improve their commitment and capacity to orient district resources around impacting data informed instruction. 

Recommendation 2: Expand and improve the existing professional development program around data use to ensure the district resources of technology, time, and access to data are central to teacher training. 

Recommendation 3: Improve the existing resources of technology, time, and access to data to positively impact teacher commitment and capacity for data use. 

Within each of these broader recommendations there were specific suggestions for improving principal leadership, professional development, and district resources for data use. 

This proposed comprehensive evaluation will measure the impact of each of these specific recommendations, and provide feedback to the district on their impact. Research literature shows (Senge, 1994; Richardson, 1991; Greve, 2003) that ongoing feedback is essential for system improvement. Argysis (2002) explains, “A system of ongoing feedback is essential for system improvement. In organizations, feedback information about organizational performance is used to influence the structures that guide organizational behaviors, using negative feedback to create new behaviors or positive feedback to reinforce status quo behaviors”.

For this evaluation we propose an extensive formative program evaluation to closely measure both teacher practices and the conditions impacting these practices. This evaluation will utilize ongoing surveys and observations to determine the impact of our proposed recommendations on teacher commitment and capacity.  This proposed formative evaluation will provide MNPS Leadership with ongoing feedback in the following general areas: 

· The current level of data informed practices within the district

· The commitment and capacity of teachers for data informed instruction

· The impact of principal leadership on the commitment and capacity of teachers

· The impact of professional development on the commitment and capacity of teachers

· The impact of the specific resources of technology, time, and access to data

More specifically the proposed evaluation will provide MNPS Leadership with ongoing feedback about the impact of: 
· Investment in training for principal leadership 

· Improvements to the district’s professional development program for teachers in data use and technology for data use

· Improvements to the district’s technology (software) and professional development in this software program

· Allocating additional time for teachers to use data for instructional decision making

· Providing 24/7 access to data
The extensiveness of this formative evaluation will also provide the district with a wealth of information about teacher practices and the conditions that impact these practices. 

Evaluation Tool 1: Survey

Data Collection and Reporting

The formative assessment results will be provided to MNPS leadership four times over the course of the year. This frequency of results will provide the district with ongoing information about the impact of each of these recommended improvements as well information on how to adapt these recommended improvements. 

Teacher Survey Instrument: 


Teachers will be surveyed using the online resource of Survey Monkey in order to measure their instructional practices as well as their commitment and capacity to use data to inform practice. A representative sample of teachers across the district will be surveyed during each of the four reporting cycles.  Additionally, these surveys will address the degree to which the proposed recommendations impact teacher commitment and capacity.   We suggest that this survey be constructed with attention to the interview protocol used to measure teacher practices and conditions for these practices at “Best Practice” schools.  Additions to this instrument will need to be made regarding the specific recommendations of our project team.  These surveys will provide district leadership with ongoing feedback into both teacher practices and conditions for practices as well as the impact of our project teams recommendations.

Principal Survey Instrument:

Principals will be surveyed using Survey Monkey to measure both the practices of their faculty as well as their practices. Each of the principals across the district will be surveyed during each of the four reporting cycles. These surveys will address the degree to which the proposed recommendations impacted both their practices and the practices of their faculty. A comparison of responses of principals and teachers will establish validity of the instrument.  

Survey Logistics

The proposed evaluation will take steps to gain accuracy of responses and a high response rate.  Both teachers and principals will be provided with multiple formats (online or paper) in order to gain a higher response rate.  Steps will be taken to ensure anonymity of responses to protect participants. 

Results Providing Ongoing Feedback Mechanism

Periodic summative assessment results will provide the district with information on the impact of the recommendations. This feedback will provide district leadership the opportunity to modify each of these recommendations mid course. 

Evaluation Tool 2: Observations.
Data Collection and Reporting: 

The observation of teacher practices and the factors impacting teacher commitment and capacity for data use will occur 4 times over the course of the school year.  The frequency of results from these observations will provide the district with ongoing formative information about the impact of the recommended improvements to the districts framework for change. 

Observation Instrument:

The observation instrument is a rubric that allows the observer to rate the degree to which teacher practices align with literature on best practices. The rubric will measure components of principal leadership which the literature claims leads to improved teacher practices in the use of data. The rubric will also measure both principal participation in leadership training and its impact on practice. The rubric will also measure teacher participation in professional development program and its impact on practice. Finally, the observations will specifically target the improvements to the district resources of technology, time, and access to data on teacher commitment and capacity for the use of data. This instrument should be built from the interview protocol research used in this study.
Observation Logistics: 

The logistics of observations will prove challenging to the district. Allocating the human and financial resources for such an involved observation will prove challenging for the district. Observations will occur in multiple locations in order to capture both teacher practices and the components of principal leadership and professional development impacting teacher commitment and capacity for data use.

Results Providing Ongoing Feedback Mechanism: 

The information provided through these observations will provide the district with ongoing feedback about the impact of each of these recommendations. This will allow the district to reflect on how principal training, professional development for teachers, and the district resources of technology, time, and access to data can be further improved. Observations will also provide the district with extensive information about teacher practices, principal leadership, and the professional development program.  

SECTION 9

Conclusion and Future Directions for Research on Data use in MNPS


MNPS charged this Capstone team with conducting a study that would explore and describe the use of data to inform instruction by its faculty. This project was fueled by the 2006-2007 Capstone study identifying the use of data system-wide in MNPS. We sought to chisel out a portion of that large study to drill down and gather data about a specific sample of teachers in a particular division in the district. We chose middle school language arts and math teachers because of the profound effect these subjects have on a student’s ultimate educational success.


We found that indeed in the middle school division, best practice use of data to inform instruction is evident. Yet, that kind of use is not widespread, especially in the High Priority schools. Our recommendations seek to increase the use of data in this manner to all of the MNPS middles schools. Grounded in the organizational structures of the district, the recommendations and evaluation plan provide a foundation upon which to build further, more specific initiatives around data for grade levels, subject areas, or school divisions.


Uncovering other opportunities to strengthen the district’s initiative to increase best practice use in schools, supplies ideas for further research. Certainly studies centered on understanding the use of data across all middle schools in the district would provide useful information. Studying the phenomenon of linking described in the findings could provide information to the district that would create a model to formalize this type of collaboration across grade levels, subject areas, schools, and divisions. Conducting a longitudinal study of a group of students, grades 3-12, would prove valuable in evaluating the impact data use by teachers had on student achievement. Creating a year-long qualitative research design that shadows some middle school teachers to “see” their use of data. Finally, a study on the teacher instructional practice associated with the a school attempting to improve their status on the AYP benchmark list would provide critical evidence as to how these teachers view their own instruction, how they perceive their students as learners, and how these two elements influence teacher behavior.


The use of data to empower teachers to develop their instructional craft is an important outcome of the accountability era. MNPS stands ready to begin the work of preparing all teachers to realize the power of data to inform their instruction.
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Introduction:  Thank you for participating in this interview today. We plan to keep the interview to 20 to 25 minutes in length. The purpose of the study is not to evaluate your teaching or performance as a professional educator but rather to learn more about data use and training in Metro Nashville Public Schools. Your identity is confidential and will at no time be revealed. 

Background and Employment

General Question: Discuss your background and how you came to be a teacher at this school


Tell me about your educational background

How long have you been teaching?

How long have you been teaching in this school?

What Grade levels are represented at your school?

What grade level and subject matter do you teach?

Origin of 3DM Training 

General Question: Discuss the training you have received in connection to 3DM and the sources of this training
What undergraduate coursework did you have related to 3DM? 

What graduate coursework did you have related to 3DM?

What district professional development have you received connected to 3DM?

What school level training have you had connected to 3DM?
Describe the school level training you have received in connection to 3DM

Have any of your colleagues helped train you in DDDM? 

Type of 3DM Training

General Question: Discuss the specific skills you gained from training in connection to 3DM
Describe the training you have received (from either school or district) on the use of technology for 3DM

Describe the training you have received (from either school or district) on the use of 3DM classroom strategies
General Question: Discuss the effectiveness of the 3DM training you have received

Describe the effectiveness of your school’s 3DM training program

Describe the effectiveness of the districts 3DM training program

What format served you best? Were the times and the locations of the P.D. convenient for you? 

General Question: What further training would be most helpful for you in 3DM practices?

In your opinion, what further training would be most helpful for you in 3DM practices?

In your opinion, what kind of training do teachers (both in your school and the district) need to help improve their use of data to improve student achievement?  

Collegiality in 3DM 


General Question: Describe the frequency and kind of collaboration that


Occurs in your school in connection to 3DM 
How often do you work collaboratively with teachers in your discipline to evaluate and interpret data?

How often do you work collaboratively with teachers within your grade level to evaluate and interpret data?

How often do you work collaboratively with teachers within your school to evaluate and interpret data?

How important is it for teachers to have a high degree of collegiality and collaboration regarding 3DM?

Methods of Classroom Data Use 


General Question: How comfortable are you with 3DM? 
How would you describe your comfort level in using student data?   

Explain some ways that your comfort level with data could increase

General Question: Describe the 3DM strategies that are most effective for you

In general, what do you believe to be the most effective way(s) a teacher might use data to improve teaching and learning?

In what ways is student achievement data most useful to you in your works a teacher at your school? 

What is the most effective data use practice that you have encountered as a teacher – either a personal example or one practiced by a colleague? 

What student data is most valuable to you? Why?
General Question: Explain the different ways that you use data to inform instructional decision-making

Probes:

Explain the process you go through to use data to determine students instructional needs

Explain the process you go through for using data to plan instruction

Explain the process you go through for using data to modify instruction

How do you use data to determine whether or not students in your class are learning well? 
Explain the process you go through for using data to implement interventions

Explain the process you go through for using data to consult colleagues and district learning specialist regarding individual students and entire class performance

Explain the process you go through for using data to involve parents
Frequency of Use of Various Achievement Data 

General Question: How often do you use 3DM in instructional decision- making? 
How often do you use data from TCAP to guide instructional decision-making?

How often do you use data from state assessments to guide instructional decision-making? 

How often do you use data from district assessments to guide instructional decision-making? 

How often do you receive data form the district? How often do you receive data from your principal? 
Level of Commitment to 3DM 

General Question: How important are 3DM instructional strategies in comparison to other instructional strategies? 
In comparison to other pedagogical strategies, how important is 3DM for achieving school wide achievement goals?

In comparison to other pedagogical strategies, how important is it for teachers to gain further knowledge in 3DM strategies?

In comparison to other pedagogical strategies, how important is it for teachers to understand the resources connected to 3DM?

Obstacles towards effective 3DM Practices

General Question: Describe the obstacles that your encounter in attempting to use data to inform decision making
In your opinion what are your personal barriers to the most effective 3DM? 

In your opinion what are the school level barriers to the most effective 3DM? 

In your opinion what are the district barriers to the most effective 3DM?  

General Question: Do you feel teachers have adequate resources to implement effective 3DM? 

Do you feel teachers have sufficient technology to implement effective DDDM practices? 

Do you feel teachers in this school have sufficient training (professional development) to use data for instructional decision-making? 

Do you feel this school provides the necessary support structures to assist teachers in instructional decision-making?

Do you feel teachers have the time and energy available for the use of data in instructional decision-making?

In your perspective what is the level of teacher/principal buy in towards using achievement data for student learning? 
Accessibility and Accuracy of Achievement Data


General Question: How accessible is student achievement data? 

How accessible is achievement data from the school and district data systems? 


General Question: How accurate is student achievement data?

How accurate is the achievement data from the school and district data systems? What measures do you use to define accuracy? 

Perceptions of Data use by Colleagues.

General Question: What is your perception of data use by teachers in your 
school? 

How effective are your colleagues in your subject matter at using 3DM practices?

How effective are your colleagues at your grade level at using 3DM practices?

How effective are your colleagues at your school using 3DM practices? 

How effective are your colleagues in the district using 3DM practices?

District Commitment to 3DM Practices

General Question: What is your perception of the districts commitment to 3DM? 

What do you believe to be the most important district supports to facilitate teachers' effective use of data?

In your opinion, what would be the most effective strategy/tool/resource that a school district might provide to improve teachers' use of DDDM?
Do you feel the district gathers information from teachers regarding what information is most needed? 

Do you feel the district makes efforts to provide up-to-date data? 

Do you feel the district supports individual teachers in their 3DM practices?

How effective is the data provided by the district in reflecting the growth of students or cohorts of students over time? 

School Commitment to 3DM 

General Question: What is your perception of the school leadership’s commitment to 3DM? 

What do you believe to be the most important school supports to facilitate teachers' effective use of data?

In your opinion, what would be the most effective strategy/tool/resource that a principal might provide to improve teachers' use of DDDM?
Do you feel the school leadership collaborates with teachers to know what data is needed to inform instruction? 

Do you feel the school leadership makes efforts to provide up-to-data data? 

Do you feel the school leadership supports individual teachers in their 3DM practices?

How effective is the data provided by the school leadership in reflecting the growth of students or cohorts of students over time? 

Appendix B: IRB Interview Protocol for Principals

Introduction:  Thank you for participating in this interview today. We plan to keep the interview to 20 to 25 minutes in length. The purpose of the study is not to evaluate your leadership or performance as a professional educator but rather to learn more about data use and training in Metro Nashville Public Schools. Your identity is confidential and will at no time be revealed. 

Background Information

General Question: Discuss your background and how you came to be a teacher at this school


Tell me about your educational background?

How long have you been a principal?

How long have you been a principal in this school?

What Grade levels are represented at your school?

School Culture around Instruction

General Question: Describe your goals for the school in terms of instructional culture.

Do teachers in your school have a shared vision of what good teaching is? 

Does the instructional culture include rigor?  

Does the instructional culture include high levels of student engagement?

Does the instructional culture include effective methods of personalizing the learner? 

General Question: Describe the methods for developing this instructional culture

Are there explicitly defined standards and performance assessments for student work within your school? 

Describe the process of teacher supervision within your school?

Is the process of teacher supervision frequent, rigorous, and focused on improvement of instruction? 

Origin of 3DM Training 

General Question: Discuss the training you have received in connection to 3DM and the sources of this training
What undergraduate coursework have you had related to 3DM? 

What graduate coursework have you had related to 3DM?

What district professional development have you received connected to 3DM?

What school level training have you had connected to 3DM? 

What learning have you achieved through discussion with other principals in connection to 3DM?

What role do you see yourself playing – if any – in helping teachers use student data?  

What does data training look like at your school?
Type of 3DM Training

General Question: Discuss the specific skills you gained from training in connection to 3DM
Describe the training you have received from the district on the use of technology for 3DM

Describe the training you have received from the district on the use of 3DM classroom strategies
General Question: Discuss the effectiveness of the 3DM training you have received

Describe the effectiveness of your district’s 3DM training program

What format served you best? Were the times and the locations of the P.D. convenient for you? 

General Question: What further training would be most helpful for you in 3DM practices?

In your opinion, what further training would be most helpful for you in 3DM practices?

In your opinion, what further training would be most helpful to principals in the district in 3DM practices? 

In your opinion, what kind of training do teachers (both in your school and the district) need to help improve their use of data to improve student achievement?  

Type of Training Given

General Question: Explain the professional development model within in your school

Is the professional development at your school on-site?

Is the professional development at your school intensive?

Is the professional development at your school collaborative?

Is the professional development at your school job embedded?

Describe the frequency and content of the professional development at your school. 
General Question: Discuss the method of disseminating information to your math and language arts teachers about DDDM.

What school level training do teachers at your school participate in connection to 3DM? 
Which areas of 3DM are the focuses of training at your school?

Through what venue is 3DM disseminated at your school? 

Do all teachers (regardless of subject matter) receive the same training in 3DM? 
Collegiality in 3DM 


General Question: Describe the frequency and kind of collaboration that


Occurs in your school in connection to 3DM 
How often do teachers at your school engage collaboratively with other teachers in their discipline to evaluate and interpret data?

How often do teachers engage collaboratively with other teachers in their grade level to evaluate and interpret data?

How often do teachers engage collaboratively with other teachers within your school to evaluate and interpret data?

How important is it the teachers at your school to have a high degree of collegiality and collaboration regarding 3DM?

Methods of Classroom Data Use 


General Question: How comfortable are you with 3DM? 
How comfortable are teachers at your school with data use? 

Explain some of the strategies you use to increase the comfort level of teachers at your school with data use

General Question: Describe the 3DM strategies that are most effective for you

In general, what do you believe to be the most effective way(s) a teacher might use data to improve teaching and learning?

In what ways is student achievement data most useful to a math teacher in your school’s work?

In what ways is student achievement data most useful to a language arts teacher in your school’s work?  

As a principal, what is the most effective data use practice that you have encountered with teachers at your school? 

What student data is most valuable to you? Why?
General Question: Explain the different ways that you use data to inform instructional decision-making

Explain the process a teacher would go through (math or language arts) to use data to determine students instructional needs

Explain the process at teacher would go through (math or language arts) to use data to plan instruction

Explain the process a teacher would to through (math or language arts) to use data to modify instruction

Explain the process a teacher would go through (math or language arts) to use data to determine whether or not students in their classroom are learning well? 
Explain the process a teacher would go through (math or language arts) for using data to implement interventions

Explain the process a teacher would go through (math or language arts) to consult colleagues and district learning specialist regarding individual students and entire class performance

Explain the process a teacher would go through (math or language arts) to use data to involve parents
Frequency of Use of Various Achievement Data 

General Question: How often do you use 3DM in instructional decision-making? 
How often do teachers at your school (math or language arts) use data from TCAP to guide instructional decision-making?

How often do teachers at your school (math or language arts) use data from state assessments to guide instructional decision-making? 

How often do teachers at your school (math or language arts) use data from district assessments to guide instructional decision-making? 

How often do teachers at your school (math or language arts) use data from the district? How often do you receive data from the district? 
Level of Teacher Commitment to 3DM 

General Question: How important are 3DM instructional strategies in comparison to other instructional strategies? 
How highly do your teachers value 3DM practices? 

What level of commitment do your teachers have for practicing 3DM?
What level of commitment do your teachers have for gaining skills for using 3DM?

What level of commitment do your teachers have for assisting colleagues in their use of 3DM?

Do the teachers at your school provide you with feedback on the effectiveness of 3DM training? 

If you could improve anything about the use of achievement data by your teachers, what would it be?
Level of Principal Commitment to 3DM 

General Question: How important are 3DM instructional strategies in comparison to other instructional strategies? 
In comparison to other pedagogical strategies, how important is 3DM for achieving school wide achievement goals?

In comparison to other pedagogical strategies, how important is it for teachers to gain further knowledge in 3DM strategies?

In comparison to other pedagogical strategies, how important is it for teachers to understand the resources connected to 3DM?

Obstacles towards effective 3DM Practices

General Question: Describe the obstacles that your encounter in attempting to use data to inform decision making
In your opinion what are the largest barriers for teachers in your school for effective 3DM? 

In your opinion what are the school level barriers to the most effective 3DM? 

In your opinion what are the district barriers to the most effective 3DM?  

General Question: Do you feel teachers have adequate resources to implement effective 3DM?

Do you feel teachers have sufficient technology to implement effective DDDM practices? 

Do you feel teachers in this school have sufficient training (professional development) to use data for instructional decision-making? 

Do you feel this school provides the necessary support structures to assist teachers in instructional decision-making?

Do you feel teachers have the time and energy available for the use of data in instructional decision-making?

In your perspective what is the level of teacher buy in towards using achievement data for student learning? 
Accessibility and Accuracy of Achievement Data


General Question: How accessible is student achievement data? 

How accessible is achievement data from the school and district data systems? 


General Question: How accurate is student achievement data?

How accurate is the achievement data from the school and district data systems? What measures do you use to define accuracy? 

District Commitment to 3DM Practices

General Question: What is your perception of the districts commitment to 3DM? 

What do you believe to be the most important district supports to facilitate teachers' effective use of data?

In your opinion, what would be the most effective strategy/tool/resource that a school district might provide to improve teachers' use of DDDM?
Do you feel the district gathers information from teachers regarding what information is most needed? 

Do you feel the district makes efforts to provide up-to-date data? 

Do you feel the district supports individual teachers in their 3DM practices?

How effective is the data provided by the district in reflecting the growth of students or cohorts of students over time? 

Commitment of School Leadership to 3DM 

General Question: What is the role of school leadership in strengthening DDDM capacity? 

What do you believe to be the most important school support to facilitate teachers' effective use of data?

In your opinion, what would be the most effective strategy/tool/resource that a principal might provide to improve teachers' use of 3DM?
How important is it for a school leader to collaborate with teachers to know what data is needed to inform instruction? 

How important is it for school leadership to makes efforts to provide up-to-date data? 

What methods are should school leadership use to support individual teachers in their 3DM practices?

What methods should school leadership use to provide teachers with data reflecting the growth of students or cohorts of students over time? 

School Commitment to 3DM 

General Question: What is your perception of the school leadership’s commitment to 3DM? 
What strategies do you use to collaborate with teachers to know what data is needed to inform instruction? 

What strategies do you use to provide up-to-date data to teachers? 

What strategies do you use to support individual teachers in their 3DM practices?

What strategies do you use to ensure that the data provided to your teachers reflects the growth of cohorts or students over time? 

What do you believe to be the most important school supports to facilitate teachers' effective use of data?

In your opinion, what would be the most effective strategy/tool/resource that a principal might provide to improve teachers' use of 3DM?
Appendix C: Teacher Survey

Thank you for your participation today in our short (5-question) survey. If you have any questions, please feel free to ask me. 

1.  It is the beginning of the year. During in-service, your principal shows district data about your school to the entire faculty. In grade-level breakout sessions later that day, you see data on your students from the previous year. Many of their scores rank among the best in the school. Your principal asks you to describe briefly (below) your process of both organizing and using the data you received from the state, district, and school assessments to inform your instruction. 

2.  Please describe the technology resources available within your school that are used to support the use of data.  Under what conditions do you use these resources to inform instruction? Have you experienced any obstacles in using these resources?

 


3.  What collaborative opportunities (e.g., informal sharing of ideas, group lesson planning, grade level or subject matter group meetings, mentoring) are available to you in connection with your use of data?  To what extent, if any, do these opportunities to share data with your colleagues inform your instruction? What other collaborative arrangements would you like to see used within your school or grade level for this purpose? 

4.  Please explain the extent to which your school leadership (principal/assistant principal) is available to you in connection with analyzing and using data to inform instruction. Describe the extent to which school leaders support your efforts. How would you strengthen these interactions? 

5.  List the kinds of professional development opportunities – if any—available to you on the use of data to inform your instruction. How do you determine which, if any, of these opportunities to participate in?

Grade Level:      __ 5th __6th
__7th
__8th   

Subject: __ Math  __ Reading/Language Arts

Appendix E: Interview Administration

Teacher Interview Administration

Arriving at each of the schools at the established times, we met with teachers either in the teachers’ lounge (Schools JAMS and BFMS) or in teacher’s classrooms. Each of the teachers that participated in the interviews arrived with the informed consent document completed. At each school, teachers were interviewed individually or in grade level pairs. The interviews averaged 25 minutes with some lasting as long as 40. The response rate for these schools was very high, and only one teacher (School TJMS) cancelled the interview.
Principal Interviews Administration

Arriving at each of the schools at the designated time, we met with each of the principals in their office. Each of the principals that participated in the interviews provided us with informed consent forms. Principal interviews lasted from 30 – 45 minutes. The response rate for principals was 3/3.
Appendix F: Survey Administration

Over a three-month period, the research team visited each school to administer the survey personally to the participating faculty. The collection in five of the six schools occurred over the course of the day with individuals completing the survey during their planning time or lunch break in the teachers’ lounge where the research team was set up for the administration. The sixth school called a faculty meeting for the express purpose of administering the survey. 

During the morning of collection, the principal would announce the data collection event urging participation, reminding faculty of the intent of the survey, and informing the teachers as to where the survey collection was taking place and when to consider completing the instrument. Reaction to taking the survey was mixed. Many respondents cautiously obliged. Although anonymity was promised, respondents were wary of the use of the surveys. The main concern centered on whether the principal would find out whom had filled out which survey. While this feeling was not pervasive, there were only two schools in which the act of completing the survey was viewed as a possible tool to collect information on the use of data to inform instruction rather than an evaluation of the capacity of the district or the principal to aid teachers in data use. In these two schools, the researchers were engaged into discussions about the use of data to inform instruction.

In one school, the level of mistrust ran higher than in the others. One teacher entered into the school’s teachers’ lounge with the express purpose of completing the survey. The act of completing her survey was interesting in that she was vocal in her expression of the infringement on her right to privacy in completing the survey, comprehensive in the depth to which she answered the five survey questions, and unique in that once the lounge had cleared of faculty and she was left completing her survey while a member of the research team at hand, she queried the researcher as to the $100 she understood was forthcoming upon completion of the survey.
Teacher surveys were administered to 67 teachers from a total potential sample of 108 Math and Reading and or Language Arts teachers in these middles schools. 
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