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U.S. in constant struggle to improve student 
learning.

Like Chilean students, our students don’t perform so well on 
international examinations (especially on PISA Math, where Chile and 
the US are both near the bottom).  And we both have large gaps 
between poor and rich.  
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50 States

15,000 Local School Districts 
with 75,000+ School Board 

Members

Growing number of public 
charter schools, with 
independent boards

Our improvement efforts are complicated by 
an unwieldy governance structure



And our policymakers—especially at the 
federal level—tend to swing from one 
extreme to the other.



One area where 
we have made 
steady progress:  

DATA!

Some of that progress is about 
the work of two independent, 
non-profit organizations, whose 
stories will be woven into this 
presentation:

• The Data Quality Campaign, 
which led the effort to build 
longitudinal data systems 
accessible to educators and 
parents; and,

• The Education Trust, which 
led the effort to make the 
data matter—especially the 
data on low-income and 
minority students.



Of course, good principals have always known 
that data is crucial for their improvement efforts.

t efforts



In our studies of unusually successful 
schools, one of the most common 

strategies was to form teachers into 
grade-level or subject-area “data teams”



But for most teachers and principals, 
data are an unnatural act.  



Yet we had to do something to spur 
broader use of data in support of 
improvement, because we were 
spending more but results were not 
improving.



Here’s where we were 
around 1999-2000, when 
much of this got started…



Reading Performance on National Assessment 
Through 1999:  Essentially Flat Since 1980

9 year olds

13 year olds

17 year olds



Math Performance on National Assessment:  
Some Improvements, But Essentially Flat at 
End of High School Since 1990

9 year olds

13 year olds

17 year olds



There also were big gaps between 
different groups of children—poor 
and rich, “minority” and white.



4th Grade Reading:  Gaps Between 
Groups Narrow, Then Widen After 1988
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8th Grade Reading: Gaps Mostly Widen 
After 1988
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8th Grade Math: 
Gaps Mostly Widen After 1990
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And Results on International Exams Were 
Worrisome:  Performance Drops by High 
School



Even in Reading, PISA results for our 15 
year olds were mediocre.  



So we embarked on an effort to 
build better data systems, and also 
to make the data matter to more 
than the students themselves.  



At first, many in the policy world thought 
this would be pretty simple:
 Pick a few important indicators, like test results and 
graduation rates;

 Make schools accountable for ever better performance 
on those indicators; and,

 Voila!  Everybody would start using data proactively to 
meet their improvement targets.  



It didn’t turn out to be that 
simple.  
SO HERE ARE SOME LESSONS WE HAVE LEARNED ALONG THE WAY.



Lesson 1. Don’t get carried 
away:  Focus data collection 
and reporting on the things 
that really matter.



What kinds of 
data should you 
be considering?
1. Academic information should be 

central, but important to include 
more than tests.

2. Student actions that are related to 
results—like attendance, behavior, 
and  participation in activities—help 
create a more balanced picture.

3. Student and School characteristics--
including data on safety, teacher 
qualifications and attendance, 
student demographics--provide 
context.

4. Results from student, parent and 
teacher surveys can provide 
important insights.



Example from Ohio



Lesson 2.  Build the system 
with end users—and their 
preferences—in mind.



Who are the critical end users?

 Educators;

 Parents;

 Students;

 Policymakers and the Broader Community



Especially in a choice-based system—but even 
in one that isn’t--understandable information 
for parents is hugely important.



For each end user, think about:

 What data do they need?

 When do they need it?

 In what form?  
Map these against 
each other; 
identify 
commonalities 
and differences.



We made a huge number of 
mistakes here.  
POLICY PRIORITIES TRUMPED THOSE OF EDUCATORS, 
UNDERMINING USE.  BEST EXAMPLE:  TEACHERS GOT RESULTS ON 
STUDENTS TOO LATE TO USE FOR INSTRUCTION.    



Lesson 3.  If you want 
broad use, you will need 
to support it.  



Who can help?  

Organizations of educators?  
Local parent organizations?  
Local government officials?



Lesson 4.  How you 
analyze and display the 
data is critical.    
WHILE SIMPLICITY IS A VIRTUE, OVER-SIMPLIFYING IS 
DANGEROUS.



Take test results, for example.  
 Pass or “proficiency” rates are certainly important.  But they don’t tell the whole 
story—about either a school or an individual student.

 At least two other important ways to examine the data on schools:
 IMPROVEMENT:  Are results improving?  
 GROWTH:   How much did students grow from the time of entry (into the 

school, into a grade level)?

These will often be considered “fairer” to high poverty schools, which often 
perform lower on proficiency rates—but not so on improvement or growth.

 And there are also other important ways to examine the data on schools.
Is the student making enough growth to emerge from secondary school prepared 

for the future?
Where is more help needed?



Lesson 5.  Not all useful 
data are quantitative.



Many have simplistic ideas about what 
test data mean.

General view:

 Teachers teach students what they need to know to meet standards and/or do well on tests;

 If the students don’t demonstrate mastery of a particular bit of knowledge or skill on the test, 
they just didn’t work hard enough to learn it (or, worse, weren’t “smart enough” to learn it.

But the truth is that teachers may not be teaching what is expected in the standards—or at least 
not teaching it to the mastery level.

Getting to a decent diagnosis requires knowing more.



Students can do 
no better than 

the assignments 
they are given...



Grade 10 Writing Assignment

A frequent theme in literature is the 
conflict between the individual and 
society.  From literature you have read, 
select a character who struggled with 
society.  In a well-developed essay, 
identify the character and explain why 
this character’s conflict with society is 
important.



Grade 10 Writing Assignment

Write a composition of at least 4  
paragraphs on Martin Luther 
King’s most important 
contribution to this society.  
Illustrate your work with a neat 

cover page.  Neatness counts.



Source: Unnamed school district in California, 2002-03 school year.

Essay on Anne Frank

Your essay will consist of an opening paragraph which introduced 
the title, author and general background of the novel.  

Your thesis will state specifically what Anne's overall personality 
is, and what general psychological and intellectual changes she 
exhibits over the course of the book

You might organize your essay by grouping psychological and 
intellectual changes OR you might choose 3 or 4 characteristics 
(like friendliness, patience, optimism, self doubt) and show how 
she changes in this area. 

Grade 7 Writing Assignment



 

•My Best Friend:

•A chore I hate:

•A car I want:

•My heartthrob:
Source: Unnamed school district in California, 2002-03 school year.

Grade 7 Writing Assignment



That was pre-Common 
Core.  
DO COMMON STANDARDS CHANGE THAT?

A BRAND NEW EDTRUST STUDY



A Deeper Look at What We Did
Analyzed and scored close to 1,600 assignments using our Literacy 
Assignment Analysis Framework.

Alignment With 
the Common 

Core

Centrality of 
Text

Cognitive 
Challenge

Motivation and 
Engagement

Domains of 

Rigorous 

Student 

Assignments

Additional Features Analyzed

• Text Type and Length

• Writing Output

• Length of Assignment

• Student Thinking



GRADE 7– English Language Arts

How can we make out voices heard?  After 

reading I am Malala, write a literary essay in 

which you answer this question.  Select and 

analyze one of the following:

• Any key person from the text

• The setting

• A theme from the text

Support your argument with evidence from the 

text.  In your piece, be sure to write at least 5 

paragraphs and follow the structure of a 

literary analysis.



GRADE 7 - English Language Arts

Read the poem, 

then fill in the 

blanks to create 

your own poem 

to communicate 

your thoughts 

and feelings 

about unfinished 

business in your 

life.  

The Song I couldn’t Finish
by Jeanne

The words I couldn’t say
The call I couldn’t make
The time I couldn’t spend with you
The walls I couldn’t break through

The breath I couldn’t take
The air I couldn’t release
The love I couldn’t feel
The person I couldn’t convince
The song I couldn’t finish



The words I couldn’t say

I couldn’t say ___________________________
The things I couldn’t change

I couldn’t ______________________________
The walls I couldn’t break through

I couldn’t find a way to __________________
The feelings I couldn’t feel

I couldn’t ______________________________
The help I couldn’t give

I couldn’t ______________________________
The song I couldn’t finish

The song was about ____________________

GRADE 7 - English Language Arts (continued)



In isolation, the low assignments can 
reflect targeted skill building and 
student practice…not necessarily 

harmful in moderation



However when 
compounded over multiple

class periods, in multiple
subjects, over multiple

years, the effect is 
detrimental.



Ed Trust Assignment Study:
What We Found
Fewer than 4 in 10 middle grades assignments are targeted at a grade-appropriate standard; 

In high poverty schools the proportion drops to only about one third, compared to nearly half of 
assignments in low poverty schools; 

That said, only about 5% of assignments in both kinds of schools tapped into the higher-level 
cognitive demands of the CCSS;

Most efforts at engagement and relevance were superficial, and often condescending.



Don’t Think That 
Students Can’t Tell the 
Difference….



Lesson 6.  Data can 
inspire and inform.  



Poverty vs. Achievement 

in Kentucky Elementary Schools
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In the US, we have a problem 
with educators—and a public—
who don’t believe that poor 
children can achieve.  
DATA LIKE THESE HELP DISPEL THOSE MYTHS.  AND THEY HELP 
IDENTIFY SCHOOLS TO LEARN FROM.  



Data can also shock educators 
and/or policymakers into 
action—which, sadly, is 
sometimes necessary.
HERE’S ONE EXAMPLE….



1999:  African American and Latino 
17 Year Olds Do Math at Same Levels As 
White 13 Year Olds
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Latino 12th Graders

Source: NAEP 1999 Long Term Trends Summary Tables (online)



Lesson 7. Averages hide way 
too much: Disaggregate the 
data



Two Schools: Similar Overall Results in 
Reading, But Very Different for Groups

Reading 
Proficiency Rates

All students: 73%
White: 89%
Hispanic: 48%
African American: 19%
Low Income: 41%
Students w/IEPs: 7%

School 2

Note: This elementary school is 
approximately 20% African American, 
10% Hispanic, and 40% Low-Income

Reading 
Proficiency Rates

All students: 71%
White: 77%
Hispanic: 74%
African American: 60%
Low Income: 65%
Students w/IEPs: 40%

School 1

Note: This elementary school is 
approximately 30% African American, 40% 

Hispanic, and over 50% Low-Income



Important to disaggregate data in other 
ways, too.  
Attendance

 School-wide, “average daily attendance” tells us 
very little about achievement or school quality, 
especially at elementary level.
 Measuring chronic absenteeism--% of students 
missing 10% or more of school days—and focusing 
energy there makes a much bigger difference.



Lesson 8.  Somebody needs 
to take on the role of telling 
the stories the data tells.
ALMOST NOBODY CAN MAKE SENSE OF SLIDES WITH 200 DATA 
CELLS ON THEM.  



What stories do your data tell about 
schools, kids?

SCHOOLS

 Are most improving?  Flat?  Declining?

 Are the patterns different for different 
school types?  For different geographic 
regions?

 What do improvement rates look like in 
different subject areas?

 Which schools are doing the best job with 
vulnerable children?  What can we learn from 
them?

STUDENTS

 How many students are completing 
secondary school?  Going on for 
postsecondary education?

 What do achievement patterns look like in 
different subject areas?  For different groups 
of children (eg. Poor students or students with 
disabilities)?

 How well prepared are students for college 
and/or careers?



Lesson 9.  There is always somebody 
who figures out how to manipulate 
or otherwise corrupt almost any 
data point.



In our experience, testing data are 
particularly vulnerable
 In the nineties, we had a big problem with schools figuring out 
ingenious ways to improve their overall results by excluding their 
lower performing students from testing.

 So our 2001 law had to require that at least 95% of all students be 
tested—and that 95% had to apply to every individual group of 
children.  

 Still, however, educators find endless ways to fudge results—so 
things like test security, monitoring, etc. are crucial.  



Lesson 10.  Reporting 
data isn’t enough.  
CERTAINLY, ACHIEVEMENT MATTERS TO STUDENTS.  BUT DOES IT 
MATTER TO ANYBODY ELSE?



US Approach
1990-2001

 states set improvement goals and 
consequences for not meeting them;

 most states set weak goals and had 
almost no consequences for not meeting 
them;

 data were supposed to be 
disaggregated by student group, but group 
performance didn’t matter

2001-2009

 national government set improvement 
goals and consequences for not meeting 
them;

 goals were aggressive and 
consequences were, too;

 goals were set at the group level:  in 
effect, schools were judged by the 
performance of their lowest performing 
group



Since 1999, large gains for all groups of students, especially students of color
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Since 1999, performance rising for 
all groups of students
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Source:

Since 1999, performance for all groups has 
risen dramatically
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You be the judge.  


