continuous
improvement:
lit takes more than test scores

Analyzing state
assessment results is
only the beginning of
effective data-driven
decision making.

T

here is no question that the pnssuge of No Child Left Behind
in 2001 has impacted schools
ill at least two ways: First and foremost,
NCLB has made the use of data to improve student achievement imperative;
and second, NCLB has increased the
need for continuous improvement processes within schools.

Summative data just the beginning
Schools in our country hear that data
makes the difference in improving student achievement. Not all schools, however, have felt the positive impact from
what they believe is data-driven decision
making. The most common reason: Most
school districts in this country believe
they are being data-driven when they
have analyzed the dickens out of their
state assessment results.
Some school districts fed they are
being data-driven when they analyze the
dickens out of their state assessment re16
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sults ami use some formative assessments
to help students prepare for the statewide
test. Unfortunately, this is only the beginning of data-driven decision making.
Most states' assessment scores can
speak volumes for what is going on in
their schools and districts, and with student learning. Following assessment
scores of the same groups of students (or
the same students) over time can indicate
the presence or absence ot a continuum
of learning that makes sense for the students. It can give information about
studLMit learning as well as the degree to
which standards are being implemented
at each grade level (provided the state
assessment truly measures the state standards).
Looking at state assessment results by
grade level over time can give inforniation about the impact of the programs
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being implemented. Disaggregating state
assessment results ctn tell m if our schools
are meeting clie needs of the students the
schools are Littempting to serve.
Test score analyses are important. In
fact, in a perfect world, schools would
use both formative and summative assessments to ensure that all students are
learning. If only summative assessment
data are studied, however, solutions for
improving the scores can come out halfbaked.
Forex.iniple. wheTi 1 started working
witli Lemon Middle School, thestaH'had
determined that their students' scores in
English/language arts and mathematics were lower than the previous years'
scores. Since the math scores were the
lowest, they decided to "focus" on math
that year.
Gallant efforts

In their focus, they set up several strategies: remediation for the students not
meeting proficiency standards, an afterschool program to assist students with
their math homework, and a required
math summer school program for any
student not passing the state math assessment at the proficient or advanced levels.
Unfortunately, their gallant efforts
did not lead to the test score improvements they had hoped for. Both math and
English/language arts scores went down.
They were devastated. As the staff and 1
reviewed their data and their solutions,
we talked about establishing a continuous
improvement plan. We set out to gather a
bit more data to see if we could figure out
how to work smarter, not harder, and get
better results.
We had the student achievement data.
We deterniirK'tl that other types of data,
including demograpliic, perceptional and
school process data, needed to be gathered and analysed. What those data are
and what we found in the data analysis
at Lemon Middle School are discussed
below.
Demographic data

Demographics can tell schools all
about who they have as students, who
they have as teachers, and how teachers
are aligned to the students. Demograph-

ics begin to tell us about schotil processes
and how the school is preparing to meet
the needs of students. Demographics are
important for setting tlie context of the
school, and they are critical for understanding all other numbers.
Lemon Middle School's demographics showed that while they had a fairly
diverse student population — 60 percent
Caucasian, 30 percent Hispanic/Latino
and 10percent African American—-their

A clear and shared vision and
leadership play major parts in
data-driven decision making.
Iff there is no focus or uniffied
ffront in a school, there is also
no continuum off iearning that
makes sensefforstudents,
and no structure to increase
student achievement.
teaching staff was 100 percent Caucasian
and SO percent female.
After a recent teacher "buy out" due
to budget decreases, the current teaching
staff had an average of six years of teaching experience. The math teachers were
the least experienced, with only three
years of teaching experience on average.
The principal, a male, was in his third
year at this school. The attendance rate
was 94 percent for students and 91 percent for teachers. The district, in its concern about the inexperience of the te.ichers and the low test scores, assigned most
of the specialists in the district to "watch
over and help" Lemon teachers.
Perceptional data

Perceptional data can tell us about
how students, staffand parents are feeling
about the learning environment and give
insight into what changes can be made to
improve the learning environment and,
ultimately, student learning.

Lemon Middle School students, staff
and parents completed questionnaires
abiHit the learning environment. What
the questionnaires told them was students
did not feel teachers thought they cotild
do the work, that quality work was not
expected of them, and that teachers did
not care about them as people — teachers only wanted students to get better test
scores.
In their open-ended responses, several students wrote that all they liked
about the school was being outside, tlieir
friends and sports. What they wished was
different was that school would not be so
boring, that they could learn cool things
in cool ways, and that they would not get
math and test scores shoved down their
throats all the time.
The teacher questionnaire gave even
more definitive information. Teachers
felt that there was no vision for the school.
There might have been a vision a couple
of years ago, but that was before most of
the current staffwas hired. Teachers did
not feel they had the support they needed
to improve student learning, and they did
not collaborate with each other to ensure
a continuum of learning that made sense
for the students.
In their open-ended responses, staff
told about the inconsistencies in teaching throughout the organization, the fact
that staffagreements were never enforced
and that the district was always sending
people in to "watch us. not help us."
Commitment from staff

The most often-stated responses to
the question, "What would it take to
improve student learning for all students
at this school?" included this: AH start"
needs to coinniit to doing work in the
same way. including teaching to the standards, assessing and using the results to
effect iniprt)vement. Teachers who are
not willing to put in the time and energy
should not be allowed tt) keep their jobs,
or they should have their pay docked.
Parents basically reiterated what the
students told staff. Parents did not feel
that the staffwas truly committed to students' learning. Teachers did not seem to
be making progress with what they were
doing. Staff expected way too much help
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from the parents. Parents did not know
how to help their children learn. Addicionally. each parent worked one or two
jobs. When could they help their diildren learn?

who did not score proficient or advanced
on the state assessment. A lot of the remediation was simply re-teaching what had
been taught before without determining
what the students really needed.

School processes

Analyzing the data

School processes are the curriculum,
instruction iind assessment strategies used
to teach the content that students are expected to learn. It is important to understand what teachers are doing to get the
results they are getting.
Lemon Middle School staff"reviewed
what they were doing to teach each of
their subject areas. Most teachers were
using the curriculum and instructional
materials adopted by the district. What
they could not tell each other was how
much of the time they were teaching to
the standards. In fact, they were not really sure what it would look like if they
were teaching to the standards.

These data — student learning, demographics, perceptions and school processes, separately and combined -— teli
school personnel what is going on in the
school right now. give clues as to what
needs to be done to improve, how to
improve to get different results and even
what is possible with respect to improvement.

Their current processes for helping
students were to '"remediate" any student

Reviewing all the data gave Lemon
Middle School staff some common
thinking about what they needed to do
to get different results. It also empowered
them to get different results. Staff knew
they needed a vision and commitment
from every teacher to help every student
learn. They knew they needed to become
more familiar with and to implement

content standards, and to learn how to
make learning more active and fun. They
also needed and wanted accountability
processes and leadership to keep all the
staff on the same page.
Because of the inexperience of the
staff and principal, the district provided
the dollars to help Lemon Middle School
hire an outside facilitator to establish a
clear and .shared vision and a structure for
continuous improvement. The structure
inchided time to analyze their data and
student work, and to develop strategies
for improvement using the results of their
analyses. Students' test scores in the following year were greatly improved.
The need for a continuous improvement
process

True data-driven decision making is
only partly about data. A clear and shared
vision and leadership play major parts in
data-driven decision making. If there
is no focus or unified front in a school,
there is also no continuum of learning
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tluit nuikes sense for students, and no
structure to increase student achievement.
It takes strong leadership to inspire
a shared vision and to ensure its implementation. It also takes a strong leader
to ensure the analysis and use of data.
A continuous improvement process can
ensure that all professional development
is focused on implementing the vision;
[bat partners, such as parents, understand
their roles in implementing the vision
and helping students learn: and thiit there
is continuous cv.ikuition to know how
to improve on an ongoing basis to reach
school goals.
Inspiring a shared vision

Schools and school districts ,ire under
intense pressure to improve. With both
limited resources and limited time to develop processes that allow them to move
steadily upward, schools must use data to
ensure that their improvement is effective and continuous.

It is vitally important that administrators — at school and district levels — lead
the way in using data to inform decision
ni;iking. Leaders must challenge processes through tbe study of school results,
inspire a shared vision, enable ocbers to
act through planning and professional
development, model the way through
consistent actions, encourage the beart
by reminding teachers of the purpose oi'
school and why they got into teaching
in the first place, and celebrate successes
(Kouzcs&Posncr, 20(12).
True data-driven decision making
gives schools information about their
current situation and clues about what
would help them improve, as well as tbe
leadership to see it through.
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What good is research-based School improvement
when the research wasn't based on your School?
Foi more than 35 years, education researchers have
generated data and reports on how to improve
student learning. But all this research isn't
helpful to your school until you know how
to apply it to your specific situation.
That's why ASCD has developed What Works
in Schoob. a comprehensive framework for
school improvement that helps you identify
and take action against the factors in your
school or district that block student learning
and achievement.

Use These Resources to Base Your School Improvement Effort
on What Works
• The What Works in Schools book and video series introduce
everyone in your school to the research-based factors that improve
student achievement.
• Our What Works in Schools Online Survey helps your school
or district identify improvement targets and assess your progress.
• Our newest book, Building Background Knowledge for
Academic Achievement, explains how to improve the achievement
of students who are rot well prepared for your school curriculum.
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Focus Your School Improvement Effort with ASCD Resources!
Explore articles, sample book chapters, and video clips online. Visit shop.ascd.org and
search on "what works" or call toll-free 800-933-ASCD (2723).
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