Using Student Achievement Data to Support
Instructional Decision Making

Recommendation 1
Make data part of an ongoing cycle of instructional improvement.

Recommendation 2
Teach students to examine their own data and set learning goals.

Recommendation 3
Establish a clear vision for schoolwide data use.

Recommendation 4
Provide support that foster a data-driven culture within the school.

Recommendation 5
Develop and maintain a districtwide data system.

This document provides a summary of recommendations from the WWC Using Student Achievement Data
to Support Instructional Decision Making Practice Guide (Hamilton et al., 2009). Develop and maintain a districtwide
data system is a district level recommendation that works in conjunction with the other recommendations in this series.



https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/12
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/12

Recommendation 5
Develop and maintain a districtwide data system.

Districts should establish comprehensive, integrated data systems that provide timely access
to essential data for decision makers. To ensure the data system meets the needs of

users throughout the district, various stakeholders should be included in the system design.
Additionally, districts should secure financial and human resources to maintain safeguards,
ensuring data is timely, relevant, and useful for educators.

Strategy 1
Involve a variety of stakeholders in selecting a data system.

SC Principal Standards: PADEPP Standard 1 (Vision), Standard 3 (Effective Management),
Standard 8 (Staff Development)

District leaders should establish a district data-system advisory council with representatives
from key stakeholder groups who understand data use for instructional decision making
and possess strong leadership, time management, and communication skills. The council's
responsibilities may include:

e overseeing the district's commitment to data quality and use,
e guiding the system's requirements and design,

e managing system development, and

e acting as a liaison with stakeholders.

This council should meet at least bimonthly to address system improvements, user concerns, and
professional development needs. Between meetings, council members gather feedback from
stakeholders on data use, system challenges, and potential future uses. To support efficient and
timely decision making, it is helpful to designate a district-employed project manager to oversee
system development and council goals.

Example

Leaders at Midtown School District established a Data Advisory Council to guide the selection of a
districtwide data system, incorporating strategies from the Practitioner Data Use Toolkit (Bocala et al., 2014)
and the Toolkit for a Workshop on Building a Culture of Data Use (Gerzon & Guckenburg, 2015).

Following the Culture of Data Use Toolkit’s emphasis on fostering collaboration and shared vision, the
council included teachers, principals, IT staff, and instructional coaches, ensuring diverse perspectives were
represented in the decision-making process. Council members brought feedback from their respective
stakeholder groups, such as teachers highlighting the need for streamlined access to performance data and
principals emphasizing comprehensive reporting capabilities.
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Using the Practitioner Data Use Toolkit, the council implemented structured inquiry protocols to
systematically evaluate stakeholder needs. For instance, they conducted focus groups and surveys to identify
user priorities, such as the need for real-time data updates and user-friendly interfaces. This feedback

was mapped against system requirements to ensure alignment with instructional goals and ease of use.

To facilitate transparent decision making, council members also used templates from the Culture of

Data Use Toolkit to document their findings and communicate progress with all stakeholders.

By involving a broad range of voices and following a research-based approach, the council ensured the
selected system reflected the needs of its users. This collaborative process, guided by both toolkits,
laid the foundation for a system that would effectively support data-driven instructional improvement
across the district.

Strategy 2
Clearly articulate system requirements relative to user needs.

SC Principal Standards: PADEPP Standard 1 (Vision), Standard 3 (Effective Management)

Once established, the data-system advisory council should collaborate with representatives
from each school’s data team to ensure the system’s requirements align with the educational
vision and user needs. Key considerations include:

e Accessibility and data security

e Bandwidth requirements

e Consistent student and teacher IDs

¢ Alignment with and consolidation of legacy systems (what Sl already in place)
e Cost (both initial and maintenance)

e Data storage

e Data quality, accuracy, and timeline

e Hosting needs

e Interoperability (seamless communication and data exchange with other systems)
e Professional development needs

e Routines and safeguards to prevent compromising data quality

The council should create a publicly available document detailing system capabilities and
review requirements annually to ensure the system meets evolving needs.

Example

The newly created Data Advisory Council in Midtown School District collaborates with each school’s data team
to identify and address specific system requirements, guided by the Practitioner Data Use Toolkit

(Bocala et al., 2014) and the Toolkit for a Workshop on Building a Culture of Data Use (Gerzon & Guckenburg,
2015). Recognizing that different roles require varied access levels, the council uses the Culture of Data Use
Toolkit’s emphasis on equitable data access to establish a clear permissions structure. Teachers are granted
access to their students’ data, while principals can view schoolwide reports, ensuring each role has the tools
needed to make informed decisions.
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Using the Practitioner Data Use Toolkit’s protocols for system evaluation, the council investigates challenges
such as limited bandwidth, which disrupts data access during peak times. IT staff conduct infrastructure
assessments and recommend targeted upgrades to ensure reliable performance. Additionally, the council
consolidates legacy systems into a single platform, informed by the toolkit’s guidance on aligning data
systems to user needs. This integration allows teachers to access attendance, discipline, and assessment data

seamlessly, streamlining their workflows and enhancing efficiency.

To maintain accuracy and build user trust, the council implements strict protocols for data entry, permitting
only certified data administrators to update or edit records. Training sessions for teachers, designed with

tools from the Culture of Data Use Toolkit, focus on generating custom reports and utilizing data effectively
in their classrooms. These measures ensure the system meets specific user needs while supporting accurate,
efficient, and secure data use across the district.

Strategy 3

Determine whether to build or buy the data system.

SC Principal Standards: PADEPP Standard 3 (Effective Management)

The advisory council must assess stakeholder needs and district resources to recommend
whether to buy a vendor-provided data system or build one internally. Both options may involve
hidden costs, such as additional time to create a custom system or purchasing add-ons to
ensure a pre-built system meets specific requirements (Table 1).

Table 1. Considerations for built and purchased data systems

Considerations Built Systems Purchased Systems
Building a data system allows districts to
have more control over how they customize | Prepackaged data system software can
software and make repairs. Districts should be challenging to customize and repair.
Level of . . .
Control be sure they have staff to fill the roles of However, vendors typically provide
technical project manager, business analyst, | skilled technical consultants to create
database administrator, quality assurance solutions and deploy modifications.
manager, and developer.
An internally developed system may present | Purchased systems typically involve an
lower initial costs. However, districts should | up-front cost that may not be recouped
take into account long-range costs, if the district changes systems or needs
Cost including the longer time it takes to to purchase additional add-ons for
develop, test, and implement a built system | customization. However, vendors often
than to purchase one. Built systems may, host the data externally, which could be
therefore, be more costly. a cost savings.
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Considerations Built Systems Purchased Systems
Internally hosted data systems require Ver?dors of prepac'kaged systgms
Hardware and typically offer options of additional
hardware and software to be purchased,
Software s : hardware and software, as well as
maintained, and continuously supported by .
Needs . . around-the-clock maintenance and
skilled technical staff.
support.
Professional development and related
Internal staff can develop and deliver -Veop -
.. . . technology trainings for organization
.. training and technical assistance about the .
Training . ..., | staff are often provided by the vendor;
data system that is targeted to the district’s . . .
sometimes a train-the-trainer approach
context and needs. .
is implemented.
District personnel often “reinvent the .
» . Vendors bring an economy of scale,
- wheel,” learning lessons that have already . .
Efficiency o having worked with numerous other
been addressed by other districts or . .
. districts on similar problems.
commercial vendors.
Example

The Midtown School District Data Advisory Council evaluates whether to build a custom data system or
purchase a pre-made one. Following the Toolkit for a Workshop on Building a Culture of Data Use’s (Gerzon
& Guckenburg, 2015) emphasis on stakeholder collaboration, the council consults teachers, administrators,
and IT staff to identify critical needs, such as tracking student progress across multiple schools and
generating customizable reports. Using protocols from the toolkit, the council ensures that diverse voices are
included in the evaluation process, fostering buy-in and aligning the system with user priorities.

To structure their decision making, the council applies the inquiry cycle from the Practitioner Data Use
Toolkit (Bocala et al., 2014), systematically weighing the pros and cons of each option. For example, they
assess the district’s limited budget and IT capacity against the time and expertise required to build a custom
system. Additionally, the toolkit’s focus on aligning data systems with instructional goals informs the
council’s decision to prioritize a vendor-provided system that meets most requirements and supports add-ons
for custom reporting features.

The council also uses tools from the Culture of Data Use Toolkit to calculate long-term costs, including
ongoing maintenance and professional development for staff. By integrating these frameworks into their
process, the council ensures their recommendation to purchase the vendor system with add-ons is not only
cost effective but also aligned with the district’s strategic priorities for data-driven decision making. This
structured approach, grounded in research-based practices, positions the council to implement a data system
that meets immediate needs while allowing for future adaptability.
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Strategy 4
Plan and stage the implementation of the data system.

SC Principal Standards: PADEPP Standard 3 (Effective Management),
Standard 8 (Staff Development)

The council’s implementation plan should outline key factors for the data system’s success,
including maintenance, enhancement needs, and a structured rollout process. Implementation
should involve staged rollouts or pilot tests to gradually introduce the system, allowing staff to
adapt and provide feedback for adjustments. The rollout should span an academic year with
specific timelines for training, maintenance, and support, accounting for potential delays in data
preparation. Professional development is essential, tailored to staff roles, technological skills, and
content areas, and should cover system security, functionality, and instructional integration.
Ongoing support and periodic training will be necessary to help staff effectively use and adapt to
system updates and improvements.

Example

The Midtown School District’s Data Advisory Council develops a detailed implementation plan for its new
data system, drawing on strategies from the Practitioner Data Use Toolkit (Bocala et al., 2014) and the
Toolkit for a Workshop on Building a Culture of Data Use (Gerzon & Guckenburg, 2015). Following the
Culture of Data Use Toolkit’s emphasis on strategic leadership and collaboration, the council outlines a
staged rollout process to ensure the system is adopted smoothly and effectively across the district. They
begin with a pilot test in three schools, allowing teachers and administrators to provide feedback on usability
and technical functionality before districtwide deployment. This phased approach reflects the toolkits’
guidance on iterative improvement and stakeholder engagement during implementation.

To address the diverse needs of users, the council aligns professional development with the Practitioner Data
Use Toolkit’s focus on capacity building. Teachers receive training on integrating data into lesson planning
and monitoring student progress, while administrators participate in sessions on using data to inform
schoolwide decisions. These training modules include hands-on activities and resources designed to help staff
navigate the system and link data use to instructional goals. The council also incorporates feedback loops
from the pilot phase, using structured protocols from the toolkits to refine training content and system
features before the broader rollout.

Throughout the process, the council leverages the toolkits to address potential roadblocks, such as ensuring
the system supports educational goals rather than becoming a purely technical solution. By tying the
implementation plan to the district’s instructional priorities and emphasizing ongoing professional
development, the council creates a system that not only meets technical requirements but also enhances the
district’s ability to use data for continuous improvement. This approach builds on the collaborative
foundation established in earlier strategies, ensuring the system supports both immediate and long-term
goals for data-driven decision making.
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Potential Roadblock 1

The data system’s technological components are challenging for staff
who do not consider themselves technologically savvy or are skeptical
of using new technologies.

Suggested Approach. The data system should not be implemented and used without
accompanying training and support services. When the district is preparing to roll out its data
system, the council should ensure that appropriate professional development and technology
training sessions are available for a variety of skill levels (see Recommendation 4 for more
details). In this way, all stakeholders have the opportunity to learn about the data system and
develop the skills necessary to utilize the system. District resources should be allocated to ensure
that principals and data facilitators can support teachers’ use of data within the school building,
and a mechanism for providing assistance on an as-needed basis (e.g., a technology help desk)
should be in place as soon as educators start using the system

Potential Roadblock 2

The implementation plan contains many technological requirements, but little
information on how the system will be used.

Suggested Approach. Before purchasing or developing a data system, ensure that the
implementation plan addresses system requirements as they relate to the teaching and learning
goals of the district. Be very careful that educational goals are front and center in this plan—the
district advisory council should never put technological requirements and considerations for a
system before the educational goals the system supports. If the plan clearly articulates how the
system relates to learning goals, users will better understand how the system will be used and why
that use will support student achievement.

Potential Roadblock 3
A data system seems like a financial luxury to many individuals in the district.

Suggested Approach. For districts that prioritize the use of student data to meet educational
improvement goals, a data system must equally be a priority. Ensure that the district’s plan
describes how a data system supports these goals in a way that clearly explains and illustrates
the necessity of the system, in order to foster support for it.
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Additional Resources

Toolkit for a Workshop on Building a Culture of Data Use (Gerzon & Guckenburg, 2015)
This toolkit helps school and district teams apply research to practice as they establish
and support a culture of data use in their educational setting. The field-tested workshop
toolkit guides teams through a set of structured activities to develop an understanding
of data use research in schools and to analyze examples from practice. The conceptual
framework of the toolkit draws on five research-based elements known to support an
effective culture of data use, and supporting materials—a facilitator's guide and agenda,
a slide deck, and participant handouts—provide workshop facilitators with all the
necessary materials to lead this process in their own setting.

The Practitioner Data Use Workshop Toolkit (Bocala et al., 2014)

This toolkit is designed to help practitioners systematically and accurately use data to
inform their teaching practice. It includes an agenda, slide deck, participant workbook,
and facilitator's guide and covers the following topics: developing data literacy, engaging
in a cycle of inquiry, accessing and analyzing available data, identifying and creating
student goals, and using data to make action plans about instructional decisions.
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