


THE Jaumal in partnershlp wnh the nstltute for the Study of Knowledgo Management in Education
(ISKME) prepared this speclal four- part repOrt on da ta tinven decision-making.

Connectmg the dots how to use data to get from
districtwide goal-setting to school_—leve_l. performance.

SPURRED BY ft;,i? ?;‘*MM and state manddtes for = .
improved perfo_rmance, school dtsmcts across the
country have become adept at establishing dl‘sll‘-lLlWldL- .
goals to raise student achievement, They have identlhed G
learning gaps among various student pOpuldllOflS and
now seek to close them. They have targeted 1mpr0ved'_-'

performance in reading or math by grade level. Some

districts have taken the additional step of allgmng their
human resources and finances (o better dc,hmw their
student achievement g goals. And most have engdwed a

broad community—including board membel s, parents,
teachers, principals, business leader%, and Othusmm
setting their strategic dIl‘LLtl(m i
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But while many distriets have cstablished effective process-
es for goal-setting, lewer have gotten traction in connecting
those goals to what's aclually happening within schools.

Establishing districtwide and community-driven goals for
high student achievement is an important step on the way to
improvement. But without some real ways to align district objec-
tives to what the schools are doing, those lolty goals incvitably
lead to action that does not produce significant results,

Britling Down to the Schools
Albuquerque Public Schools (NM) hus established several
ways to link its annually updated districtwide goals for student
achievement 1o school-level improvement. As a large urban
district with more than 87.000 students (52 pereent of whom
arc Hispanic). the distriet has established 12 clusters that pro-
vide a decentralized vet systematic process for feedback and
support for schools,

Hach cluster is made up of one of the district’s 11 high
schoaols and its feeder schools. Each is lead by a principal from
one ol 1ts participating schools and is supported by an instruc-

An ongoing cycle of feedback connects individual
school performance with a district’s broader goals
for student achievement.
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tonal assistant, a program specialist, and other instructional
coaching stall. A 12th cluster is made up of the alternative
schools. Each cluster is responsible for overseeing the devel-
opment of student achievement and other objectives at each of
its school sites. and for ensuring that the objectives support
district goals and prioritics.

“One of the district goals is that all schools will meet or
exceed Adequate Yearly Progress,” says Nelinda Venegas,
associate superintendent for the Albuquerque cluster system.
“How they’ll get there is individual school work.” But the
cluster system, she explaing, provides the schools with the
support and leedback they need to cngage in a continuous
improvement effort that is connected to overall district goals.

“I have described it like this,” Venegas says. “Here are the
district goals. Here are the cluster goals, Here arc the goals for
each of the cluster schools. Here are the goals of the teachers
in the departments {for schools that have departments). And
here are the goals of each teacher, IUs an overall system of
continuous improvement, and it's all built around the stan-
dards and toward the student.”

A similar process is at work at the Aldine Independent
School District in Houston. Aldine has also established rou-
tine systems that use district goals to drive improvement
elforts appropriate for cach school. Aldine is 4 medium-sized
distriet with 56,000 students, of whom about 61 percent are
Hispanic and 32 pereent are African-American,

Aldine ranks among the state’s high-performing school dis-
tricts, according (o data from the Texas Education Agency. The
district has earned seven recognized ratings since 1996, and
was one of live 2004 and 2005 national tinalists for the Broad
Prize for Urban Education, which honors urban school districts
for improving student achievement and is the largest education
award in the country given (o a single school distriet,

“Our first and most important objective is growth in student
dachievement,” says Wanda Bamberg, assistant superintendent
of curriculum and instruction. “Each ol the schools has o
determine, in relation to that, what are the specific areas of
improvement it will work on cach year, and what specific
objectives will it set in order to reach those goals.”

Each Aldine campus is required to use student performance
data to set its priorilies, based both on the district’s goals and
its own patterns ol success. And as in Albuquerque. the
drilling down of gouls extends w teachers, who are required to
meet to share strategies and priorities. “Each campus looks at
where they were last year and where do they want to be this
vear,” Bamberg says, “Then a group of teachers will look at
academic growth more specifically,”

Ongoeing Monitoring

While it's important to synchronize school-level objectives with
district goals, the constant monitoring of student performance is
what generates the strongest link between the two. For decades,
schools have developed plans that focus on improving student
performance. But it's the analysis ol resulls that engages people
in change. ¥

b A s e g S b e e ! la i g




“What used to be u school improvement plan was checked
once at the end of the year” says Albuquergue’s Vencgas.
“There was no monitoring. Now we monitor and report three
tmes per vear based on the data. We perform site visits, We
have the service team, the cluster leader principal, und the
instructional assistunt 2o out to the schools.”

Aldine’s Bamberg agrees that the ongoing monitoring ol
results is crucial to driving improvement. “We look at data all
vear long,” she says, “not just at the end of the year.” She
cmphasizes the importance of “making sure that the goals
and action plans are truly acted upon and not just written
down” In Aldine. “the goals must have practical actions

It's not about pointing fingers, It's about all
of us working together to improve student
achievement and make kids successful.

—Nelinda Venegas, !i}bz;qugr{;ue Public Sshéé;!s:

cxplained in an action plan.” Bamberg suys, “and then the
plans must be monitored through the use ol scorecards. The
scorccards tell us whether or not we have met our goals. And
il we have not. what is the variance? How lar are we from
reaching the geal? Then we return to the action plan and
adjust it to make sure that the goal is met.”

Aldine has invested extensively in professional develop-
ment for principals and teachers in the use of these tools and
processes. The training has included instruction in how to
update and review campus improvement plans, how to write
action plans to guide and bolster specilic arcas ol improve-
ment, and how (o use scorecards Lo continue Lo examine per-
lormance results in relation to objectives.

Typically, an ongoing sell-monitoring system, or continu-
ous improvement process. needs W include the following key
clements:

b Agreement on important goals.

» Performance data that breaks down progress loward those
goals.

¥ Diverse teams brought together to analyze the data,

¥ Action plans or other interventions to improve results.

# The gathering ol more data 1o continue monitoring ellec-
tivencss, thereby completing the feedback loop and renew-
ing the cycle of learning and improvement.

Al the same time that the feedback loop—self-monitoring,
analysis, and action—connects individual school performance
with the distriet’s broader goals for student achievement, it
also provides important inlormation to teachers.

According to Bamberg, ™
dents, the more freguent the monitoring is, <o that iU's every
three weeks for the teuchers, Every third week, the students

I'he closer down vou gel o stu-
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will be given a common grade-level assessment. And the
teachers will train together so that their instruction 1s aligned.”

A Two-Way Exchange
As does the Albuquerque Public Schools, the Boston Public
Schools (BPS) uses a cluster system o systematize the decen-
tralization ol districtwide goals in ways thut make sense for
mdividual schools. The district, which has about 58,000 stu-
dents (44 percent African-American and 33 percent Hispanic),
has seen significant increases in the percentage ol 10th-grade
students passing the state tests in math and English.
The district is organized into triads thul represent three
geographicul regions of Boston. Each triad has

three clusters ol schools. which makes for a total of

nine clusters across the district. Like Albuquerque,
each cluster includes high schools, middle schools,
and elementary schools. and each cluster is led by
a principal.

The principals, according to Chris Coxon,
deputy superintendent for teaching and learning,
act as peer leaders for each other and as o voice
lor the cluster to the superintendent.”

The BPS superintendent, Thomas Payzant. has
created a leadership team that includes not just
centrul administrators, but alse the nine sitting principals
who double as cluster leaders. The cluster leaders, Coxon
says, “have monthly meetings with the schools that are in
their clusters. And every two weeks, they meet with the
superintendent through the feadership team. So there's a
give-and-lake and an inlormation Mow up and down.”

This two-way exchange of inlformation lies at the heart ol
an effective sclf-monitoring system of improvement. For
example, Boston has been [ocusing on boosting the achieve-
ment of children with special needs. The leadership team first
analyzed data from throughout the district and identified
schools that were doing well. “Then we did walk-throughs 1o
find vut what they were doing well,” Coxon says. "o see what
are the good practices in BPS jconcerning] educating stu-
dents with special needs. From there we came back to figure
out how to spread that out across the schools.”

Fach triad identified 10 schools that, according to data on
student outcomes, had significant populations of children with
special needs who were not performing well. Site visits (o
those schools allowed the triads (o gather qualitative data. And
the district completed an asset map ol teachers ol special-
needs children, inquiring about the traiming they had, the
groups of children they excelled in teaching, and the gaps in
their training versus what they need o know to effectively
teach special-needs kids.

“We provided a lot ol support to teachers so they could have
a significant impact on student achievement,” Coxon says.
The district connected that support Lo the results of their data-
gathering efforts. “We've been doing this work for one year, and
we've had carly indicators of success, Next year we will add an
additional 15 schools.”
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The Bole of Technoiogy

Technalowy can help connect districts and schools—so long as
leaders leverage it as a ool for improvement rather than
expeeling technology o drive improvement. Boston has creat-
ed o MyBPS Web portal (www.mybps.org) thal it has devel-
oped over time as a way o share information with teachers,
parents, students. and other stakeholders.

“We [in public cducation] still haven’t figured out what
is the right system o conmunicate well with everybody.”
Coxon sayvs, adding that it can be difTicult for districts o deter-
mine how much data 1o provide 1o schools without over-
whelming them,

MyBPS helps address this problem by providing informa-
tion (o key stukeholders  when they need it. For example, the
purtal allows fur cusy access W data about student achieve-
ment, Users can now log on o the site and Tind out how stu-
dents are performing in specilic arcas,

The Aldine school district uses a technology interface
developed by Austin, TX-based Triand (www.triand.com) that

allows district uadiministrators, principals, and teachers 1o pull
the data they need. Tt allows us Lo disaggregate not just state
datit.” Bamberg savs, “bul all the teachers tests.”

For tests develuped by teachers at the local level, the assess-
ment results have Lo be scunned in, Bul teachers can then
review 1he resulis on o computer in their own classrooms.
usually within 45 minutes, Bumberg savs.
They can then see which specilic areas are
presenting students with difficulties, Tor

example. the soltware will perform an item
anadysis. which tells the teachers which test
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querque have led o a chuange in perspective. ~In the old system,”
she says. “vou got u directive from the central office, and you
were supposed (o do it Now the schools participate in a process.
They cun see the importance of all the stakeholders: The teach-
ers need support; the principals need to be involved: parents
need to be included.”

“Is great when | walk down the hall and T see a terrific
tcacher,” Venegas suys, “Bul across the hall, maybe there’s not
a terrific teacher there yet. 1o the old system, teachers didn't
have to talk to each other. Now they're required to work
together to build grade-level plans and other collaboration.
Now that they're participating in a system that provides them
with support, they realize they have more hands-on time with
the kids.”

“[1 everybody has buy-in,” she continues, “then everybody
has o lot to gain and w Lot o lose, s not about pointing fin-
aers. [0s about all of us together working 1w improve student
achievement and make kids successful.™ THE

fead each article of the four-part ISKME Special Series at
www.thejournal.com.
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Utilizing the Internet Effectively
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problems the students missed, so they can
revise their instruction in that area and
spend more fime on it

A Change in Climale

Ihe systematic processes school districts
are now using to gather leedback and con-
duct analysis are vnly halt of the elfort w
improve student performance. The other
hall is environmental. New processes are
ereal, but they can't Tlourish  unless
changes veeur within a school climate that
promotes trust and achievenent.

“One ol the key levers Tor nmprovenient
ts the quility of leadership in these bujld-
ings.” says Coxon, speaking to what s
transpiring in his own district. “The clus-
ter leaders were picked not because they
siid ves, but because they challenge us on
things, They don't think just about their
school, hut systemically about what are
the supports that their cluster, their triad.
and their district need.”

Stmilarly, the continuous improvement
processes deseribed by Venegas in Albu-
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