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NSDC’s purpose: Every educator engages in effective professional learning every day so every student achieves.
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B y  V a l e r i e  V o N  F r a N k

T
hey go 
by many 
names — 
coaches, 
instruc-
tional 

specialists, or various 
other titles. The job title, 
however, isn’t the only 
ambiguous aspect of the 
position expert teachers 
fulfill by working with 
their peers on practices 
that will lead to greater 
student achievement.
 Few schools have 
clearly defined these 
specialists’ responsibili-
ties, according to Michael Murphy, director of 
education at the Salesmanship Club Youth and 
Family Centers, where he provides coaching 
and leadership for two of the agency’s programs 
(2009). That ambiguity, he says, leaves many 
who take on the role struggling with how best to 

LeT DATA do The TaLking

begin once they have the 
job. 
 Murphy says the 
answer is to begin with 
data.
 “Tools can help spe-
cialists generate data to 
create data pictures and 
initiate a dialogue about 
classroom practice and 
potential student re-
sults,” he writes in Tools 
& Talk (NSDC, 2009). 
“Coupled with building 
relationships between the 
participants, tools can 
provide structure, bound-
aries, and a framework 

for a focused conversation about improvement. 
Participants find comfort in a clear structure and 
a roadmap for thoughtful conversations.”
 Specialists and teachers often do not know 
how to initiate conversations about practice 

Clarify goals and roles by examining data
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without a starting device, he says. According to 
Murphy, collecting classroom data, talking about 
the data, and using the information to address 
school issues is the root of change. In Tools & 
Talk, Murphy provides several specific tools that 
allow specialists to gather data and outlines ways 
for specialists to use the data in productive, side-
by-side conversations with their colleagues.
 Data are essential to changing practices, 
states Joellen Killion, NSDC’s deputy executive 
director. “Educators are not yet sufficiently using 
data in the one place where data can 
make the greatest difference in stu-
dents’ learning — the classroom,” 
Killion writes (2009, pp. 7-8).
 Murphy says administrators too 
often overlook the data specialists 
gather in classrooms, instead focus-
ing only on student test scores. Spe-
cialists, school leaders, and leader-
ship teams can use classroom data 
both to support individual teachers’ growth and 
to create a better sense of the overall strengths 
and weaknesses in the school, information that 
can be used for improvement planning.
 Using data, specialists have a starting point 
for collegial conversations with teachers that can 
help elevate the quality of classroom instruction 
and allow specialists to connect teachers with 
ideas and resources that will enhance teacher 
performance and raise student achievement lev-
els, Murphy says.
 “The hope of coaching rests with coaches 
providing teachers foundational support that can 
make a significant impact on teacher practice 
and student learning,” according to Killion (in 
Knight, 2009, p. 22). “Coaches who focus their 
services on strengthening the quality of teaching 
and learning will likely make a greater contribu-
tion to achieving that goal.”

THE RESpONSIVE SCHOOl SCAN AND 
ExCHANgE 
 Murphy suggests five interrelated tools that 
school-based specialists can use to drive im-
provement. Measuring a school’s responsiveness 

to families and children of varying backgrounds 
is one tool specialists can use to support teachers 
and link their work to overall school improve-
ment. See Responsive School Scan on pp. 4-6.
 Responsive schools actively and system-
atically work to create an atmosphere where 
students can learn by building meaning through 
their own cultural frames of reference (Murphy, 
2009, p. 89). Responsive schools that focus not 
on students’ “deficiencies,” or what they are not, 
but on the strengths and capacities the stu-
dents bring, have a significant effect on student 

achievement, according to Joyce 
Epstein, director of the Center on 
School, Family, and Community 
Partnerships and principal investi-
gator for the National Network of 
Partnership Schools at Johns Hop-
kins University. Epstein (2005, p. 
2) cites research that concludes that 
if schools are welcoming, involve 
families, and focus on systems to 

support diverse students, students achieve more, 
have higher attendance rates, earn more course 
credits, are more prepared for class, and show 
other indicators of success in school. Geneva 
Gay (2000) says African, Asian, Latino, and 
Native American students will perform better on 
multiple measures of achievement when teaching 
is filtered through students’ own cultural experi-
ences and frames of reference.
 The Responsive School Scan allows 
school-based specialists to begin to assess the 
cultural sensitivity of the school environment. 
The Responsive School Scan is useful when 
other information indicates the school needs 
work in structural, organizational, or pedagogi-
cal responsiveness or when leaders or staff want 
to quantify how well teachers are building on 
the strengths and interests of a diverse student 
population.

USINg THE TOOl
 The Responsive School Scan has 28 indica-
tors of a school’s quality in four areas: a wel-
coming school environment; information and 

let data do the talking

NSDC’S BElIEF
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and student progress.
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access; student voice; and culturally responsive 
classrooms. Observers spend about a half-hour 
walking around the school to look at common 
areas including the hallways and offices, then 
about five to 10 minutes in each randomly se-
lected classroom. Observers use a scale indicat-
ing whether each of the 28 points rates as: 1) 
museum quality; 2) meets the target; 3) needs 
work; or 4) didn’t find it. All individual class-
room data remain anonymous, key in building 
trust to be able to use the instrument, Murphy 
says, adding that the tool is never used in an 
individual’s evaluation. 
 Preparing to use the tool requires building 
staff members’ comfort level by having them 
review the tool before it is used and discussing 
the intent of gathering the data, along with how 
results will be used, Murphy says. 
 After completing the scan on the announced 
day, the observer summarizes the data on one 
sheet. The school leader and leadership team 
meet to review the scan for patterns in the data or 
for related indicators that demonstrate strengths 

or weaknesses, getting a sense of the overall 
school feel in terms of welcoming atmosphere 
and responsive instructional climate. 
 The goal of the exchange conversation is to 
help the school leader or leadership team under-
stand how to be more intentional and to focus on 
planning for changes to address indicators from 
the scan, proposing actions they believe will cre-
ate a more inviting, responsive, equitable school 
for parents and students. Leaders then meet and 
share the information with the faculty. Using the 
scan periodically allows leaders and specialists 
to measure and document their efforts to create 
a more responsive school learning environment 
and provides a critical starting point for conver-
sations with faculty about school improvement.
 “Tools,” Murphy writes, “provide the school 
leadership team with information to link individ-
ual accomplishment to school accomplishment 
and to bridge the two concepts, and help teachers 
achieve what they naturally want — a sense 
of personal worth and efficacy, connections to 
the organization and the people within it, and 
results” (p. 21). n

A RESpONSIVE SCHOOl

this tool provides data to help answer questions in these areas:

A welcoming environment: •	 What efforts have been made to create a welcoming 
environment for parents, guardians, and students? Do signs, physical surroundings, and 
communication create a first impression of intentional respect?

Information and access: •	 Can diverse visitors, parents, and guardians access informa-
tion about the school and community services? Has the school tried to involve parents, 
guardians, and students in school goals?

Student voice:•	  Do the school’s common areas have current, attractive displays of 
diverse student work, and language-appropriate explanations of the works? Do pro-
cedures honor students while offering a safe, orderly environment? Do students feel 
emotionally safe? are students’ diverse 
perspectives evident in school dis-
plays?

Culturally responsive classrooms: •	 Do 
teachers create attractive classrooms 
that promote collaboration, commu-
nication, and flexibility by adjusting 
to learning needs? are students’ lives 
evident in the artifacts and work dis-
played in interesting and useful ways in 
the classrooms?

REFERENCES

Epstein, J. (2005). 

Developing and 

sustaining research-

based programs 

of school, family, 

and community 

partnerships: 

Summary of five 

years of NNPS 

research. Baltimore, 

mD: Center on 

School, Family, 

and Community 

Partnerships, Johns 

Hopkins University.

gay, g. (2000). 

Culturally responsive 

teaching: Theory, 

research, and 

practice. New york: 

teachers College 

Press.

Knight, J.  (Ed.) 

(2009). Coaching 

approaches and 

perspectives. 

thousand oaks, Ca: 

Corwin Press. 

Murphy, M. (2009). 

Tools & talk. oxford, 

oH: NSDC.



4          National Staff Development Council l 800-727-7288 l www.nsdc.org oCtoBer/NoVemBer 2009 l Tools For Schools

NSDC TOOl



oCtoBer/NoVemBer 2009 l Tools For Schools  National Staff Development Council l 800-727-7288 l www.nsdc.org          5

NSDC TOOl



6          National Staff Development Council l 800-727-7288 l www.nsdc.org oCtoBer/NoVemBer 2009 l Tools For Schools

NSDC TOOl



oCtoBer/NoVemBer 2009 l Tools For Schools  National Staff Development Council l 800-727-7288 l www.nsdc.org          7

NSDC TOOlData conversations put evidence to work in the classroom

With the many varieties of data available to them, educators don’t lack for information. What they 

need are structures and time to investigate and interpret the data, whether it comes from formal or 

informal assessments, high-stakes tests, demographic information, or other sources. Conversations 

are a logical beginning. the framework below suggests a variety of data conversations that can be useful in 

different contexts. 

Source: adapted from Harrison, C. & Bryan, C. (2008). Data dialogue: Focused conversations put evidence to work in the classroom. JSD, 29(4), pp. 15-19.

TYpES OF DATA CONVERSATIONS

Type of data 
dialogue

Data used Who is involved Conversation topics Frequency

Whole-school 
conversations

State assessments, 
district benchmarks

School improvement 
team, entire staff

Patterns of student •	
achievement.
Needs for schoolwide •	
programs (instructional, 
curricular, professional 
learning).
Needs for additional •	
knowledge and skills for staff.

2 times a 
year

one-on-one 
conversations 
with focus on 
multi-year growth 
of students

State assessments, 
benchmark exams, 
end-of-course 
assessments, 
classroom 
assessments, common 
assessments

teacher and 
administrator and/or 
coach

Growth of students.•	
overall proficiency of •	
students. instructional 
strategies to meet student 
learning needs.

2 to 3 times a 
year

Department 
and/or grade-
level teams 
with focus on 
individual student 
interventions

Student performance 
on classroom and 
common assessments, 
discipline records, 
student work

Core teams, grade-
level teams

Diagnosis of individual •	
knowledge and skills.
Next steps for students.•	
Grouping of students for •	
instruction and intervention.
Pyramid of interventions.•	

once a 
month or 
more often

Department and/
or grade-level 
teams with focus 
on instructional 
strategies

State assessments, 
benchmark 
assessments, common 
assessments, unit 
assessments

Grade-level or 
content-area groups

Growth of students.•	
Patterns in proficiency.•	
instructional strategies.•	
assessment strategies.•	

once a week 
to once every 
6 to 8 weeks

Student 
goal-setting 
conversations

Student work, grades, 
state assessments, 
common assessments, 
benchmark 
assessments

teacher and 
individual students

Goal setting.•	
Strategies for success.•	
Celebrations of learning.•	

once a week 
to once a 
month
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How do teachers and coaches start a conversation that will lead to 
improved practice? Michael Murphy’s Tools & Talk provides struc-
tures and suggestions to answer 

that question for anyone who works with 
classroom teachers to find new ways to 
improve student learning.
 Ready-to-use tools kick start discus-
sions around how to build responsive, 
brain-based classrooms, create engaging 
student tasks, and form a classroom com-
munity of respect and learning. Data-
gathering tools help teachers and coaches 
examine student engagement, how lesson 
and classroom design work together to 
support optimal learning, whether the 
school and classroom environment wel-
comes all students, and how well teachers 
are managing instructional processes.
 Murphy provides a framework for 
conversations around the data, as well as 
prompts that allow coaches to discuss the 
findings in a collaborative way that en-
courages teachers to think critically about 
their own practices.
 With an emphasis on strengthen-
ing supportive relationships, Murphy 
shows principals, assistant principals, 
instructional specialists, and anyone in a position to affect instruction how 
to gather and use data to improve teaching and contribute to schoolwide 
change.
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Buy Tools & Talk from 

the NSDC bookstore at 

www.nsdcstore.org or 
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