
Hooked on Data 

Chapter 2: 
Assembling the Parts 

In order to begin school improvement, you have to understand your school's contextual data. 
The truth is that the context defines the situation for the students, teachers, administrators, and 
families served by the school, which helps everyone work together in an improvement effort. This 
information includes demographic and disaggregated group data. Is your school located in a small, 
rural town or a bustling, urban city? Do your students come from high-poverty homes or wealthy 
homes? The profile of your school community will define the direction of plans to improve student 
achievement. It is also important to understand, before plunging straight into the data tables, the 
purpose of assessments and how curriculum alignment with the state standards leads to higher 
student results on the assessments. 

Demographics: Context of the Data 
The demographic data are the vital statistics of the school. These numbers describe the pop-

ulations of students the school serves in such categories as ethnic groups and gender. The data also 
often describe the school staff, such as their years of experience in education, the degrees they hold, 
and the number of years they have served in the district. Demographic data also highlight the 
workings of the district in terms of class size and the number of students served by special 
programs such as subsidized meal programs or special education or remedial programs. These data 
are often included in superintendents' reports, principals' reports, and state report cards, as required 
by the NCLB Act. It is important to monitor your school's demographic data to determine or predict 
change; however, it is difficult to analyze change without first establishing trends using at least 
three years of data. 

The teachers at Deer Ridge High School made predictions about what the district's demographic 
data would reveal, but they were surprised when they analyzed the numbers. The data showed that 
the high school was soon going to be affected by declining enrollment in the district. Also, the 
district was experiencing increases in students with Individualized Education Programs (IEPs), 
students living in poverty, and student mobility as more and more families moved in to and out of 
the district. These trends were troubling to the group, and they began to discuss the additional 
information and resources they might need to meet the needs of all students. 

Disaggregation: Pulling the Data Apart 
When mandated school improvement processes became more prominent in the early 1990s, 

several states began to require that schools disaggregate, or pull apart, scores into subgroups. 
These states were also specific about which groups should be analyzed. For example, districts 



began looking at ethnicity, gender, and participation in the free and reduced-price meal programs. 
This disaggregation lead to the closer analysis of demographic data. Schools were forced for the 
first time to stop hiding behind average scores. In other words, comparing the total school average 
to the state average was no longer the only means of evaluation. 

Before 2002, many states did not require the disaggregation of data for school improvement. 
Therefore, when the NCLB Act became law, disaggregation was an entirely new concept for 
hundreds of schools. For the states already requiring disaggregation, the advent of the NCLB Act 
meant expanding disaggregation to more groups. At the writing of this book, the federal 
requirements include disaggregating data based on race and ethnicity, poverty (students who 
participate in the free and reduced-price meal programs), disability (students with filed IEPs), and 
limited English proficiency (students in English Language Learner programs). In addition to the 
federal requirements, most states require schools to disaggregate data based on gender and migrant 
status. These states also expect schools to look at cohort data to determine the mobility of the student 
population. These federal requirements and additional state requirements are often tied to a state's 
accreditation system. 

Disaggregation is one of the most powerful evaluation tools available to teachers. The data help 
define AYP because the same percentage of students in each subgroup and in the school as a whole 
are expected to meet the standard for proficiency. Also, looking at the data for specific groups of 
students helps you determine the effectiveness of the educational program for every student. Dr. 
Bernhardt encouraged schools to disaggregate the data long before the NCLB Act became law by 
stating, "Disaggregation is not a problem-solving strategy. It is a problem-finding strategy" 
(Bernhardt, 1998). 

Disaggregating data can be a very illuminating process. In 2000, I encountered this in a Title I 
school that had enjoyed good average scores for many years. The district reported less than 15 
percent of students at the poverty level. The community the school served was mostly middle-class 
working families, and the town's residents had access to much better services than other rural 
communities in the state. I was assigned to Improvement Elementary School by the state department 
as a service center consultant to help the school work toward being removed from the Title I 
"Schools in Need of Improvement" list after six years of being on the list. 

When I arrived at the building in August to discuss a plan of action, I was amazed to find that the 

probationary status was news to the teaching staff. The principal, who had been in the district for 20 

years, said he didn't want to bother the teachers with that information. Imagine my unpopularity at 

that moment as the bearer of bad news. 
As we worked with the data, the teachers could see how the disaggregated groups were 

impacting the AYP reporting. After that meeting, the teachers worked very hard to improve the 
school. Due to their hard work, the school has made not only AYP, but has also received recognition 
from the state for outstanding performance in reading and math every year since! 



The Deer Ridge High School staff made a commitment to analyze all disaggregated groups, 
even if numbers were individually recognizable (which can occur with fewer than ten students). 
The data would not be published, and the faculty felt that they needed to know every student. The 
staff chose to study disaggregated data based on poverty, ethnicity, gender, migrant status, English 
language proficiency, and disability. They also decided to study students who had been in the 
district for less than three years and students who were at risk of school failure but did not qualify 
for special education services. We had begun to establish the foundation for the work. 

Understanding Assessment 
For teachers to understand the results of classroom, local, and state assessments and to make 

adjustments in their own practice based on those results, it makes sense that they should know the 
purposes for different assessments and why certain methods match expectations in the standards. 
Later in this book, we'll analyze the data of state, norm-referenced, and performance based 
assessments. 

Most state assessments are criterion-referenced tests, or assessments written to test specific 
criteria. The criteria for state tests are the set of objectives in the standards. Criterion-referenced 
assessments are not governed by the bell curve; in fact, on state assessments, schools hope for a "J" 
curve, which would mean that all students scored above the standard. Though state assessments are 
composed of subtests, the total score determines the student's placement on the frequency table. 
Usually, the number of test items in a subtest is not large enough to make an isolated subtest a 
reliable and valid measure. However, the subtest scores can generate patterns that will help you 
align instruction to the standards and improve students' performance. 

Norm-referenced tests compare one student's score to the scores of other students, nationally. 
Unlike criterion-referenced assessment results, norm-referenced test results should fall in a bell-
curve pattern. Schools use norm-referenced assessments to test basic skills, often on an annual 
basis. And many districts administer norm-referenced testing to several grade levels in a school 
district to track the data both programmatically and longitudinally. Norm-referenced assessments, 
because they test basic skills, do not translate completely to the state standards. In fact, the best 
basic skills tests only have a 30 percent alignment to the standards. 

Finally, performance-based assessments test a student's ability to translate the knowledge and 

skills he or she has learned during class to performance tasks. Performance-based assessments are 

not multiple-choice tests, which makes them better assessments for students who are unable to 

effectively demonstrate their knowledge on standardized tests. The value of performance-based 

assessments is that they consider the comprehensive view of student performance and the results 

offer a completely different perspective of student achievement. 
Greater knowledge of the assessment will lead to more meaningful results. However, to this 

point, the majority of teachers may have only considered assessment of learning, not assessment 
for learning. Dr. Rick Stiggins and his colleagues explain how assessment can be effective, "Used 
with skill, assessment can motivate the unmotivated, restore the desire to learn, and encourage 
students to keep learning, and it can actually create – not simply measure – increased 



achievement" (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, and Chappuis, 2004). Unfortunately, there are teachers 
who still believe assessment and instruction are completely separate actions. Instead of viewing 
assessment as a means to influence instruction, many teachers regard assessment as an interruption 
of instructional time. Deer Ridge High School is just one example of this situation. This 
perspective is true both for the summative assessments used for accountability measures by the 
majority of states and for the formative assessments that are instructionally sensitive and designed 
to show which content each student has mastered. 

Stemming from this disconnect between instruction and assessment, many teachers believe that 
developing practice work for students is easier than creating independent demonstrations for 
students to show their understanding of the content. This discrepancy in classroom assessment 
definitely affects improvement efforts. When I have asked these teachers how they would know 
when students have mastered a skill, they suggest using chapter tests and homework. After 
discussion, the teachers always realize that independent demonstration is necessary for showing 
progress on a skill; homework is simply practice that mayor may not be completed independently. 

When teachers misunderstand the purpose of assessment, it follows that they may also mis-
understand the way assessments are related to the standards statements. Often, as happened at Deer 
Ridge High School, teachers read the tested objectives and then plan to teach the content only at the 
topical level. Unfortunately, brainstorming topics related to the tested objective will not produce a 
strong alignment between the curriculum and the assessment. The teachers at Deer Ridge High 
School were planning full-scale projects for tested objectives that included the verbs such as identify  
and locate, rather than those verbs that might access upper-level thinking. It was necessary to 
deconstruct the tested objectives to determine the content and skills being tested and the cognitive 
level being measured. We called this "unpacking the objectives." They learned to use the statements 
as planning cues for the amount of instructional time needed to teach the standards at the expected 
cognitive levels. As we worked to unpack each of the tested objectives and address each statement, 
the group's understanding of assessment grew stronger. 

Your Students Are the Fundamental Part 
To use data effectively, you should begin with multiple student achievement assessment results 

from your own class. Using your students' data will make the information relevant and may show 
you where potential changes in classroom practice would be beneficial. There will seldom be a lack 
of data for you to consider. Most schools have at least three assessment measures for every student 
or at least programmatic data for one or two grade levels. For example, a school may have norm-
referenced testing at several grade levels, state assessments at no less than one grade level, and 
common assessments at every grade level. 

Deer Ridge High School had plenty of data to consider. The district annually administered norm-

referenced tests from second grade through eleventh grade. The state administered programmatic 

assessments to benchmark grade levels to determine the strength or weakness of the program. For 

example, a math test at fourth grade really tested the K-4 program, not the individual students. The 

district also gave performance-based assessments to the same grade levels that received the state 

assessments. There were at least three different ways to look at the achievement of almost every 



student in the district. We could analyze basic skills, state standards, and higher-order application 

with the assessment data available. 

Because the staff had little experience analyzing data, they found the amount of information 
overwhelming. However, once teachers separated the numbers into manageable "piles," they were 
able to interpret the data in context. The group began using these facts to make decisions and 
confirm hypotheses. The teachers realized that the results of an annual assessment were too late to 
be useful in making the necessary changes to instruction. This led the teachers to use more 
common classroom assessments as formative measures to diagnose trouble before the summative 
testing. 

Tying Curriculum to the Standards: The Final Piece 
It is not enough for you to study each student's scores or the disaggregated group scores. 

These pieces are only the beginning! Many state assessments now report student scores with the 
most specific statement available in the standards documents, creating a true criterion referenced 
testing system. These reports can be particularly helpful to you if the results are compiled by tested 
objective or indicator. Some states also report these scores by grade level, by classroom, and by 
individual student. For many schools, these tested objectives make up between 30 to 50 percent of 
the curriculum. With this level of information about curriculum statements, you will know exactly 
how students are performing on the curriculum. As stated by Dr. Fenwick English, it makes sense 
that "if teachers teach what's on the test, students will probably do better on the test" (English, 
1995). If there is loose alignment, then the achievement data do not reflect what students know and 
can do. Instead, the numbers reflect the fact that the students have not had an opportunity to learn 
the content and skills tested. 

The NCLB Act has enabled educators to focus on all students like we never have before in the 
history of American education. All students should have the opportunity to learn the content 
expected by the standards as measured by the tested objectives. Several states are using the NCLB-
required assessments to ensure students have received the required curriculum. For example, if a 
district determines that students need the geometry course content to successfully meet the high 
school mathematics standards of the state assessment, then all high school students should have 
access to that content. While this has not always been the case in schools and a great deal of work 
remains to be done in the area of equity, NCLB has given us a place to start. 

The Foundation Assembled 
Once you study the curriculum-based data, the work of school improvement quickly shifts 

from instructional strategies to content. This understanding will also allow you to set priorities in 

terms of time and resources. Your students will then be learning the important content and skills 

at high levels. The description of the parts of data analysis in this chapter is not comprehensive, 

but it does lay a foundation for the analysis of your student achievement data. 
On to the student data! 

The Classroom Teacher's Guide to Making Data Analysis  
Easy 


