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When delivering her opening-day speech to faculty at McKay 
K-8 School in Boston, second-year principal Almi Abeyta 
hoped that displaying recent state test results would “light 
a fire” among teachers and spark a powerful conversation 
about instructional improvement. Instead, teachers re-

acted with stunned silence, quickly followed by expressions of anger and 
frustration. It was the first they had heard about the prior year’s decline in 
language arts scores. Almi felt as if she “had dropped a bomb” on the room. 
Far from igniting collaborative energy, her presentation of achievement 
data seemed to have squelched it.
 As schools respond to external pressure to raise student 

achievement, the perils of examining data loom large. 
How, school leaders may wonder, do you convince col-

leagues that engaging in ongoing, collaborative data 
discussions is worthwhile? How do you discuss data 
and instruction without finger-pointing or leap-
ing to conclusions? And how do you use insights 
gleaned from the data to make meaningful — and 

lasting — instructional improvements?
 A few years ago, we collaborated with a team of 

professors, school administrators, and graduate students to write Data 
Wise: A Step-by-Step Guide to Using Assessment Results to Improve Teach-

B y  J e N N i f e r  L .  S t e e L e  a N D  K a t h r y N  P a r K e r  B o u D e t t

8-step process 

favors methods 

that encourage 

positive action 

and ease anxiety 

about assessment 

results

With the right strategies,

data analysis
bears fruit
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Building community, empowering 
teachers brings higher achievementQ&A

B y  V a L e r i e  V o N  f r a N K

 Q. Tell us about your school.
 The school is 100 years old. It has no audi-
torium, gym, multipurpose room, or cafeteria. 
Kids have physical education in the hallway of 
the third floor. When there’s an assembly pro-
gram, the whole school walks three blocks to a 
middle school to use their auditorium. When I 
got to Washington School, it didn’t even have a 
library. It had shelves in a hallway and a clerk 
loaned out books. That was like sticking a knife 
in my back. How could an elementary school 
not have a library? I told the superintendent 
if they’d give me a trailer to put outside the 
school, I’d convert one of the classrooms to a 
library. 

 Q. You made AYP the last two years and 
were recognized in 2003 as a Governor’s 
School of Excellence. How did you do it?
 In 1999, I’d been there a year, thinking we 
were doing great. When I got the results of the 
state mandated test in June, I found that 15.9% 
of the children had passed the 4th-grade assess-
ment in literacy. After I got over the shock, I 
evaluated what had to be done in the privacy 
of my office. Then I called a meeting of all the 
stakeholders in the school in July — a cross sec-
tion of everybody who touched children. We sat 
down in a big circle in the library and came up 
with a plan of action. It caused people to become 
stakeholders who weren’t. The following year, 
we achieved 68.7% of kids passing literacy. The 
year after, it was 79%.

 Q. What other actions did you take in 
those  years?
 We changed the culture for literacy. We 
assessed every child in the school with the 
Development Reading Assessment and knew 
exactly what their instructional reading lev-

els were. We taught the students according to 
their instructional level, not their grade level. 
We started professional development on using 
leveled books and intervention books. We sent 
teachers to children’s literacy sessions outside 
the district. We taught the gym teacher, the 
art teacher, the music teacher how to give the 
reading assessment. We hired coaches in math 
and literacy. We had professional development 
across the board. 

 Q. How did the culture change?
 I became involved with the School Devel-
opment Program at Yale University created by 
James Comer. Some of the guiding principals are 
building consensus, teamwork, parent involve-
ment. That’s the foundation — having a school 
leadership team make decisions and having 
stakeholders at the table. 
 Because I involved teachers in making 
decisions, they trusted me. We were on the same 
page. I admitted my mistakes. They’d never had 
a principal do that. When I started interviewing 
for new teachers, I created interview teams. I 
would not re-interview, so they felt I trusted their 
decisions. They made some awesome choices. 
That process was one reason the culture changed 
in the school.

 Q. What does teamwork look like at 
Washington?
 We have a common preparation period ev-
ery day for every class for 45 minutes. There’s 
a grade-level meeting once a week for every 
grade with a grade-level chairperson conduct-
ing the meeting. These are things we decided 
collectively that we would do. I believe in 
teamwork, collaboration, working together, and 
thinking out of the box. We’re all stakeholders, 
in it together.
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FOCUS ON 
NSDC’S  
STANDARDS

Pat roy is co-author 

of Moving NSDC’s 

Staff Development 

Standards Into 

Practice: Innovation 

Configurations 

(NSDC, 2003).

Heroic efforts: Maintain a focus on priorities

   

 

O
ne of the shocking realities in 
many low-achieving schools is 
the sheer number of goals which 
populate their school improve-
ment plans. Their needs are 

great, and every specialist can recommend some 
program or initiative or change that needs to be 
implemented in order to improve student learning. 
Many of these recommendations remind me of the 
old story of the blind men and the elephant. While 
each was in touch with a single element, they 
never saw the entire animal. I’m afraid the same 
might be true of our well-intentioned recommen-
dations to schools. 
 American curriculum has been 
accused of being a mile wide and 
an inch deep; the same seems to 
be true of our improvement goals. 
Educational researchers are explor-
ing this reality and making the 
same recommendations — identify 
a limited number of improvement 
goals (Fullan, 2006; West, 1998; 
Schmoker, 2006). What is a limited 
number? Two or three priority goals (West, 1998). 
With a myriad of goals, the impact of any single 
goal is minimized because of the limited amount 
of time that can be spent on that goal. The irony 
is that educators are very busy with activities 
intended to pursue all these goals and yet little 
actually changes. One study found that the size of 
the planning document is inversely related to the 
amount and quality of implemented goals (Fullan, 
2006, p. 59). The result, I found, is that educators 
begin to believe that their students can’t learn — 
after all, they are doing everything possible and 
their calendars and stress levels prove it. 
 So, what is a principal to do? The principal 
needs to focus resources on a small number 
of high-priority goals (Roy & Hord, 2003, p. 
70). First, the principal works with faculty to 

identify a small number of high-priority goals. 
High-priority goals are not the low-hanging fruit 
— the easily-within-reach ones but the ones that 
will have the most wide-ranging impact on the 
largest number of students. For many schools, 
the priority goal focuses on reading; for others it 
might be writing.
 Investigating research will help the principal 
and faculty identify their priorities. Next, the prin-
cipal provides resources to support the accom-
plishment of that priority. This support includes 
financial resources but faculty time for collabora-
tive professional development is more important.
 Finally, the principal ensures that resources 

are not diverted to other competing 
issues. This final action may be a bigger 
challenge than the others. There always 
seems to be a new strategy waiting in 
the wings to take center stage. Main-
taining a focus on a priority goal will 
take heroic efforts and enormous politi-
cal capital but will pay off in greater 
trust for the principal among faculty 
members as well as results for students. 

This unwavering focus helps faculty members 
make daily decisions, target their efforts, and ac-
complish student learning goals. 

REFERENCES

 Fullan, M. (2006). Turnaround leadership. 
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  
 Roy, P. & Hord, S. (2003). Moving NSDC’s 
staff development standards into practice: Innova-
tion configurations, Volume I. Oxford, OH: NSDC. 
 Schmoker, M. (2006). Results now. Alexan-
dria, VA: ASCD. 
 West, M. (1998). Quality in schools: De-
veloping a model for school improvement. In A. 
Hargreaves (Ed.), International handbook of edu-
cational change. Norwell, MA: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers.

Learn more 

about 

NSDC’s 

standards:

www.

nsdc.org/

standards/

index.cfm

Resources: Staff 

development that 

improves the learning 

of all students requires 

resources to support 

adult learning and 

collaboration. 



4          National Staff Development Council l 800-727-7288 l www.nsdc.org MarCh 2008 l The Learning Principal
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CLaSSrooM oBSerVatioN ProtoCoL

rotocols 
provide a 
predictable 
structure 

to the work. They define 
roles and responsibilities in 
discussions, they provide 
group norms, and they 
keep the work focused in 
a productive way,’’ wrote 
Richard Elmore in an April 
2007 article in The School 
Administrator (p. 22).
 Protocols, he said, 
serve an important function 
for educator discussions 
because they “depersonal-
ize discussions of practice” 
(p. 22).
 “Educators tend to 
confound and confuse the practice with the per-
son. … It is hard to change your practice when 
your practice is central to your personal identity. 
Every change becomes a challenge to who you 
are, in some basic sense. In general, profession-
als can’t afford this confusion of the practice 
with the person because they live in a world in 
which practices are changing rapidly in response 

Time: each classroom visit should last no more than 20 minutes.

Materials: the teachers whose classrooms are being observed should provide a seating 
chart to assist the observers. Customize the chart on Page 5 so that it is appropriate for your 
visits. attach a seating chart to each observation sheet. Provide one observation sheet plus 
seating chart to each classroom visitor.

Directions: Before each set of classroom visits, identify the focus of the visit. ensure that 
each teacher knows what is being observed. ensure that visitors know what they will be 
observing.

Visitors should enter the room as quietly as possible. Teachers should be not pause the instruction 
in order to greet visitors.

to new knowledge and new problems” (p. 22).
 In his work with the Connecticut Superin-
tendents Network, Elmore encourages the use of 
protocols as a way to provide structure for the 
group’s visits and the conversations that follow.
 To use protocols most effectively for class-
room observations, visitors should limit their 
notetaking to factual observations and avoid 
evaluative comments. 

These observation 

sheets can be used 

in a school or in a 

district that wants 

to use classroom 

visits as a strategy 

for collecting 

information 

about practices 

throughout a 

school.

“P
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NSDC TooLClassroom observation sheet

Teacher  __________________________________________________________________________

Grade level / subject _________________________________________________________________

Date of visit _______________________________________________________________________

Focus question  ____________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________________

Time
Note the time the activity 

is occurring. Try to note 

something every few 

minutes.

What is the 
teacher doing?

What are 
students doing?

What questions 
do you have about 

what you are 
observing?

Protocols help 

“depersonalize 

discussions 

of practice,” 

says Harvard 

university 

education 

professor 

Richard Elmore.
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COVER SToRy

ing and Learning (Harvard Education Press, 
2005). The book offers an eight-step approach 
to collaborative, evidence-based instructional 
improvement. Since then, schools all over the 
country have adopted the Data Wise approach. 
As we worked with many of them, we realized 
that teachers and administrators who are spear-
heading the Data Wise improvement process in 
their schools — as well as those pursuing other 
approaches — often encounter similar questions 
and obstacles. So we set out to develop case 
studies of eight of these schools, documenting 
the leadership challenges that school leaders 
typically face during each step of the improve-
ment process, as well as the strategies they use to 
address them.

INVESTING IN PREPARATIoN
 In the first phase of the Data Wise process, 
Prepare, school leaders typically face two criti-
cal challenges: communicating the need for a 
data initiative and creating data teams equipped 
to lead the work. The leaders we studied con-
front these challenges in two ways: by making 
data relevant, and by giving their data teams time 
to develop the skills and systems they need to be 
successful.
 Make data relevant. As school leaders 
embark on the improvement process, they need 
to convince staff that looking at data will not be 
yet another distraction from their work but will 
help them do that work more efficiently. For 
instance, when taking the helm of Newton North 
High School in Newton, Mass., a school with a 
history of high academic achievement, first-time 
principal Jennifer Price found herself in a situa-
tion where test scores could easily be dismissed as 
beside the point. She decided to focus on a topic 
of longstanding concern to both faculty and the 
community: how to close the school’s academic 
achievement gaps. This helped her recruit a large, 
diverse team of faculty members to gather and 
analyze data. Explaining her decision to make 
data relevant, Jen says, “Every department sees 
the achievement gap manifested in one way or 
another. By focusing the work of the data team 

on the achievement gap, the use of data becomes 
connected to why people come to work.”
 Set aside time to build capacity. In addi-
tion to establishing data teams, school leaders 
need to give team members time to develop their 
knowledge and to create systems that support 
the team’s efforts. Shortly before undertaking 
the Data Wise improvement process, Pond Cove 
Elementary School in Cape Elizabeth, Maine, 
had emerged from a cumbersome, externally 
imposed assessment initiative that was ultimately 
suspended. Principal Tom Eismeier knew that 
if the Data Wise approach was to be success-
ful, he and his data team would have to think 
carefully about how to get the process right. As 
media specialist Shari Robinson recalls, “[We] 
didn’t want it to end up as just another failed 
initiative.” Consequently, Tom, Shari, and the 
rest of the data team spent a semester in prepara-
tion. They took inventory of data already in use 
at the school, developed a computer-based data 
analysis system that would be easy for teachers 
to use, and chose an instructional focus — lit-
eracy — that the faculty had already made a 
priority for the year. Although the team often felt 
they were losing a race against the clock as time 
wore on and the most recent test data grew stale, 
their patience paid off in the end, when their 
user-friendly approach to data analysis was well 
received by their colleagues.

FACILITATING LARGE-SCALE INQuIRy
 In moving from the Prepare to the Inquire 
phase, school leaders often face another criti-
cal challenge: how to engage the entire faculty 
in honest conversations about data, particularly 
when, as Shari Robinson puts it, “Data can 
wound.” This was the challenge Almi Abeyta 
encountered in presenting her data to the McKay 
School faculty. In addressing that challenge, 
Almi and other leaders we observed demonstrate 
two important lessons: Establish clear norms for 
looking at data, and conduct frequent, focused 
conversations about student learning.
 Establish clear norms for data analysis. 
At McKay, Almi bounced back from her initial 

THE DATA WISE 
IMPRoVEMENT 
PRoCESS

Prepare

1.  organize for 
collaborative 
work.

2.  Build 
assessment 
literacy.

Inquire

3.  Create data 
overview.

4.  Dig into 
student data.

5.  Examine 
instruction.

Act

6.  Develop 
action plan.

7.  Plan to assess 
progress.

8.  Act and assess.

With the right strategies, data analysis bears fruit
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COVER SToRy

presentation and learned to lead productive 
data conversations by creating a transparent, 
nonthreatening discussion process. Adapting a 
protocol commonly used to analyze visual art, 
she and her data team now present test score 
data graphically during faculty meetings and ask 
teachers to ground their data interpretations in 
objective observations. With its focus on obser-
vation and objectivity, this approach facilitates 
rich conversations and minimizes the threat of 
finger-pointing or blame.
 Conduct frequent, focused conversations 
about student learning. At Murphy K-8 School 
in Boston, principal Mary Russo and her staff 
also rely on clear norms to promote inquiry. 
They have developed a structured peer-observa-
tion protocol in which the teacher who is being 
observed chooses the lesson, briefs colleagues 
beforehand, and specifies the aspects of the les-
son on which she would like feedback. This pro-
tocol puts teachers at ease during the potentially 
threatening experience of being observed by 
their colleagues and makes it easier to conduct 
peer observations on a regular basis. Murphy 
2nd-grade teacher Tricia Lampron recalls the 
first time she participated in this process: “If 
there were no steps or predesigned process, I 
wouldn’t have known how to prepare or what 
my peers would be watching. But the structured 
process provided an opportunity to focus the 
observation. ... That made all the difference.”

TAkING MEANINGFuL ACTIoN
 In moving into the Act phase, Data Wise 
leaders face the challenge of helping faculty 
choose, implement, and assess a viable action 
plan based on insights from the data they have 
gathered. Taking action can prove difficult; fac-
ulty members often have divergent ideas about 
how broad or narrow the action plan should be 
and what kinds of instructional improvements 
are likely to have the most impact. The schools 
we observed address this challenge by getting 
down to the “nitty-gritty” in their action planning 
and by helping teachers “keep the faith” when 
refinements are needed.

Continued from p. 6  Get down to the “nitty-gritty.” When test 
scores at Mason Elementary School in Boston 
showed that students were struggling with writ-
ing about texts, teachers were shocked. After all, 
students wrote about texts all the time in their 
readers’ notebooks. However, when teachers 
examined the notebooks collaboratively, they 
realized that each teacher had different standards 
for evaluating students’ reading-response letters. 
As in many schools, a key challenge the teach-
ers faced was defining consistent instructional 
expectations across grades. After much conver-
sation and debate, they developed an action plan 
that described exactly how they would teach 
and assess reading-response letters at each grade 
level. Teacher and data coordinator Hilary Shea 
explains that this “nitty-gritty” focus was the 
key to the plan’s eventual success: “If you want 
improvement ... you can’t tackle everything at 
once. Getting people to choose small topics is so 
important.”
 Keep the faith. The Data Wise improve-
ment process is not a one-time event but a model 
of ongoing inquiry. The school leaders we 
observed in our case studies understand that the 
work of continual improvement is never done. 
At Community Academy, an alternative high 
school in Boston, principal Lindsa McIntyre and 
her faculty devised an action plan for assign-
ing homework consistently across the school. 
However, in assessing the plan’s implementa-
tion and effectiveness, they realized that their 
initial success in raising teachers’ expectations 
and students’ engagement was being eroded by 
the ongoing transfer of new students into the 
school, with some classes doubling in size. Some 
new students resisted doing homework, while 
others found the requirement overwhelming and 
despaired of keeping up. Lindsa and her team 
realized they had to explore new alternatives: 
Establish a study hall? Require new students to 
start on Mondays, so teachers could plan orienta-
tion activities? The challenge for Lindsa and the 
leadership team — as for any school leader at 
this phase of the cycle — is to take heart from 
evidence of success while continuing to target 
areas for improvement. n

this article 
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for more 
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With the right strategies, data analysis bears fruit
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