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ABSTRACT 

SCHOOL LEADERSHIP THAT PROMOTES EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION 

AND SUSTAINABILITY OF TEACHER DATA TEAMS IN A SUCCESSFUL 

MIDDLE SCHOOL 

Reynaldo Estrada Garcia, Ed.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

Supervisor:  Ruben Olivarez 

Educators across the country are expected to be data literate.  They must be able 

to systemically collect and analyze student data to make informed instructional decisions. 

However, many school leaders lack the knowledge about how to transform mountains of 

data on student achievement into an action plan that will improve instruction and increase 

student learning (Boudett, et al., 2007).  In addition, time constraints make it difficult for 

educators to effectively and efficiently collaborate around student data consistently.  

Most of the research on data use describes the importance for educators to use 

data to improve student achievement.  However, limited research has been documented 

on the role the campus leader employs when creating a culture of data-driven decision-

making as it relates to student achievement.  Furthermore, the research on data use in 

Title 1 schools is also limited.   Therefore, it is imperative to examine and describe how a 

Title 1 middle school principal implemented Data Teams on a campus.  Consequently, 

the goal of this research was to determine how school leaders improve student learning 

through teacher data teams. 
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The four primary questions this research addressed in this single case study were:   

(1) What is the role of the principal in implementing successful Data Teams?  

(2) What campus structures foster the Data Team process?  

(3) What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the effectiveness of the 

Data Team?  

(4) What practices contribute to the sustainability of Data Teams? 

Data was gathered through semi-structured interviews, direct observations, and 

document reviews which informed the findings.  This research study revealed that the 

principal played a key leadership role in creating a culture of collaboration and data 

inquiry by implementing teacher Data Teams.  Such leadership role is enacted by: 

communicating a vision for Data Teams, providing for job-embedded professional 

development, and offering differentiated support.  Structured time, structured meetings, 

student data system, and structured assessments are structures employed by the school.  

Student-focused collaboration, enhanced teacher trust, and increased student achievement 

illustrate evidence of Data Team effectiveness.  Shared accountability, building school 

culture, and focused interventions serve to sustain Data Teams.   

In conclusion, it can be affirmed the principal has the most influence on what will 

be supported on a campus.  Therefore, the leadership role performed by the principal 

when guiding a faculty through the implementation of Data Teams must be deliberate and 

thoughtful.  The principal should include key stakeholders in the decision-making process 

and build capacity among teachers to ensure the sustainability of Data Teams.  

Furthermore, targeted professional development and structures that allow time for 
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teachers to collaborate are necessary.  Because the ultimate goal for schools is student 

learning, it is important that everyone within the school organization understand their role 

in the Data Team process.    
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Chapter 1: Introduction of Study 

Background 

In the United States, federal and state accountability mandates, such as the No 

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), have increasingly focused the attention of educators on 

the collection and reporting of student achievement data to make decisions to improve 

instructional practices (Wayman, Cho & Richards, 2009).  In addition, NCLB has put 

more pressure on districts and schools to find solutions to widening achievement gaps.  In 

2009, the Obama administration challenged governors, school boards, principals, and 

teachers to set challenging standards and assessments in an attempt to turn failing schools 

around by awarding states funds set aside for innovative practices (New York Times, 

August 28, 2010).  The Race to the Top Initiative (American Recovery and Reinvestment 

Act, 2009) includes policy components as selection criteria for awarding districts federal 

funds, 52 percent of which require evidence of accomplishment (data), while 48 percent 

of the application describes a detailed and cohesive planning process.  These additions do 

not include the data requirements imposed by individual states or districts (White, 2011, 

p. 11).  In addition, school reform efforts have initiated district and campus leaders to 

create systems that enable them to systemically and strategically collect and analyze data 

to make informed decisions about teaching and learning.  Each year, educators are 

provided an abundance of data from different sources.  However, because of the high 

demands on teachers and principals, as well as the lack of formal structures, too often 

critical data is underutilized when making important instructional decisions.  Schools 

with a high population of minority and underprivileged students are especially 
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susceptible to mandates by the district and state leaving little time to analyze and act on 

data.  Meanwhile, campus leaders struggle to manage campus data to make informed 

decisions.  

Principals and other school leaders have been given the responsibility of using 

campus data to improve instruction (Wayman, 2005).  Although data use provides many 

benefits, the process of increasing data use in schools is not necessarily an easy one 

(Wayman, Stringfield & Yakimowski, 2004).  For example, the campus principal is given 

valuable information about the campus as a whole and about individual and groups of 

students, such as state-mandated assessments, district benchmarks, language proficiency 

levels, attendance, discipline, and more.  Due to time constraints, in most cases the data is 

reviewed only once a year.  Hence, the data that is reviewed may be about students that 

are no longer enrolled or about learning that has occurred months ago, thus preventing 

teachers to intervene in a timely manner. While analyzing data is a powerful practice, if it 

is not deliberate, frequent, and systematic, it will not have a dramatic impact on student 

achievement (Besser, 2010).  As a result, school leaders face challenging decisions about 

whether to take the relatively easy route of using data merely to fulfill external 

accountability requirements, or the more challenging path of using data to help teachers 

become accountable to each other and to their students (Boudett, City & Murnane, 2007).  

Furthermore, Wayman (2005) adds that although many educators, including principals, 

embrace the notion of becoming more data-based reflective practitioners, few educators 

have the preparatory background to engage in such analysis and reflection.  

Consequently, attention in recent years has shifted to the school principal under the 
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assumption that an able principal has the capacity to create conditions that elicit the best 

from most students, teachers and parents (Bart, 1990).  Bart (1990) suggests that 

principals, more than anyone else, can insulate teachers from distracting, outside 

pressures so they may devote their finite energies to students (p. 64).  However, the 

principal alone cannot effectively and efficiently collect the data, analyze it, and create a 

plan of action for every subject and every grade level.  Therefore, some schools have 

incorporated Data Teams to increase student achievement across grade levels and content 

areas.  Ultimately, the success of instructional Data Teams on a campus depends on the 

full support and active involvement of administrators (Peery, 2011). 

Data Teams are collaborative teams designed to improve teaching, learning and 

leadership (Besser, 2010).  Data Teams are a form of professional learning communities 

comprised of educators who teach the same course or grade level, or who have a similar 

focus.  Data Teams use a systemic process to look at student learning and student 

evidence.  Research suggests that the Data Team process consists of  six steps: (1) 

collecting and charting data; (2) analyzing the data and prioritizing needs; (3) establishing 

SMART goals; (4) selecting instructional strategies; (5) determining results indicators; 

and (6) monitoring and evaluating all the results from steps one through five (Allison et 

al., 2011, p.87). 

Data Teams are the single best way to help educators and administrators move 

from feeling overwhelmed in data to using information to make better instructional 

decisions (Reeves, 2010).  Data Teams call for a comprehensive approach. As Reeves 

(2010) commented, “What makes the Data Teams process distinctive is that they are not 
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just looking at student scores, but at the combination of student results, teaching 

strategies, and leadership support.” (p.102).  Data Teams provide a process to identify 

needed improvements, develop a strategy to make the improvements, make adjustments 

along the way and learn lessons from the process for the next level of improvements: 

hence, the process is continuous (White, 2011).  The work done by these Data Teams is 

not an event but rather an on-going process, a process that is imbedded into the culture of 

the campus.   

Problem Statement 

The general agreement in educational research has been that the best hope for 

school improvement is to be found in the principal’s office (DuFour & Eaker, 1998). 

Principals can play a key role in creating the conditions that enable schools to become 

professional and successful learning communities (Louis, Kruse, & Raywid, 1996).  

Rather than relying on regulations and procedures to screen every decision, principals 

rely on a shared vision and values to give their staff the direction they need to act 

autonomously (DuFour and Eaker, 1998).  Furthermore, research supports that principals 

are the catalysts for data use at their campus (Wayman, Cho & Richards, 2009).  In a 

study conducted by Wayman and Stringfield (2006), teachers explicitly singled out their 

principal as a major player in the success of the data use initiatives.  Principals of 

successful schools tended to be heavily invested in the use of data systems at their 

schools and are often avid users of data systems. Therefore, the role of the principal in the 

implementation and sustainability of Data Teams becomes seemingly important.  
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 Principals are the instructional leaders at their campus and usually initiate the 

strategies to be utilized at their school (Lachat & Smith, 2005).  Therefore, it is vital that 

principals make data use a priority to help make informed decisions for their school.  

Principals should be able to model and answer questions about the data analysis process 

he/she is asking teachers to implement.  The principal is also responsible for establishing 

structures and systems that ensure teachers understand how to effectively manage the 

data to help make better instructional decisions in the classroom.  Therefore, the principal 

can help by nurturing distributive leadership through structure (Murphy, Smylie, 

Mayrowtz & Louis, 2009). 

While principals are expected to lead the effective use of data to inform campus 

decision-making, many school leaders lack the knowledge about how to transform 

mountains of data on students into an action plan that will actually improve instruction 

and increase student learning (Boudett et al., 2007).  Furthermore, while there is enough 

evidence that supports the use of data to drive instruction, there is little research on how 

principals implement effective teacher Data Teams that will impact student learning, 

particularly at the middle school level. There have been recommendations for middle 

school reform, such as those in Turning Points 2000, however, as previously stated, there 

is a lack of evidence that supports the implementation of these recommendations.  

According to researchers, the use of data to improve instructional practice is new to most 

educators (Wayman et al., 2005).  Therefore, it is imperative to examine and describe 

how one principal of a recognized middle school implemented Data Teams and what she 

did to create a culture of data inquiry and shared responsibility.  Consequently, the goal 
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of the research is to inform district and school leaders on how to use student data to guide 

instruction through Data Teams.  

Purpose of the Study 

Research suggests that principals who are effective in leading faculty data use are 

ones that establish formal structures for both collaboration and time (Datnow et al., 

2007).  In addition, organizational sociologists have documented evidence that 

institutional structures shape and define relationships in organizations, including the 

patterns of interactions therein (Johnson, 1998).  Bolman and Deal (2008) suggest that an 

organization’s structure represents its best effort to align internal workings with outside 

concerns.  If teachers are unclear about what they are supposed to do, they often tailor 

their roles around personal preferences instead of system-wide goals, frequently leading 

to failure (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  Therefore, the success of Data Teams depends on 

clear directions and formal structures that are established and supported by campus 

leaders (Perry, 2011).    

Previous research has identified common tenets of successful middle schools, 

however, there is a lack of research that explains how to implement these elements.  The 

purpose of this study was to determine how a middle school principal implemented and 

sustained effective Data Teams on her campus.  Specifically, the leadership role of the 

principal which motivated teachers to analyze and discuss student data continuously and 

systemically was examined.  In addition, the study focused on the structures put in place 

that encouraged teachers to collect, analyze and act on student data.  Teachers’ 

perceptions regarding the effectiveness of Data Teams was also explored.  Finally, the 
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support provided by the principal throughout the process of establishing and sustaining 

Data Teams was also examined.    

Research Questions 

Data-driven decision-making is widely accepted today as a necessary element of 

school leadership (White, 2011).  Doug Reeves (2010), author and founder of the 

Leadership Learning Center, has conducted research on high poverty, high minority and 

highly successful schools that employ Data Teams to guide instruction, and found that 

when teachers are empowered to make decisions using data to drive instruction, student 

success is inevitable. In light of previous research conducted on successful schools, why 

are some middle schools with the same demographics more successful than others? 

The research questions that guided this study are the following: 

1. What is the role of the principal in implementing successful Data Teams? 

2. What campus structures foster the Data Team process? 

3. What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the effectiveness of Data 

Teams? 

4. What practices contribute to the sustainability of Data Teams? 

Overview of the Methodology 

 This research was qualitative with a grounded theory approach.  Grounded theory 

is a general framework that guided the research process (Willis, 2007).  The primary 

design method for obtaining data was a single case study. The case study provided an 

examination of the specific phenomenon being studied (Meriram, 1988, p99).  In 

addition, the case study generated descriptive data from different sources (Willis, 2007).   
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 Qualitative data was collected by a single researcher.  The following data 

collection methods were employed: (1) individual interviews with specified school 

members including the principal, lead teacher, and members of Data Teams; (2) 

observations; (3) collection of important documents; and (4) student achievement results 

on state mandated exams (TAKS/STAAR).  The researcher used open-ended questions 

and had the flexibility to ask other questions during the interview when appropriate.  A 

more detailed description of the methodology, measures, design, and procedures are 

included in Chapter Three. 

Definition of Terms 

 There are several terms used in this study that define to ensure the clarity of the 

study: 

 Accountability is being held responsible for specified results or outcomes 

of an activity. 

 Antecedents are measurable indicators of leadership, teaching practices, 

curriculum, parental involvement, and other factors that influence results. 

 Collaboration refers to educators meeting and working together toward a 

common goal and has three characteristics: (1) it is present from planning to 

execution in data-driven decision-making; (2) it helps develop team thinking and 

candor in data-driven decision-making; and (3) it is integrated into every 

data-driven decision. 

 Data is typically defined in terms of its properties or characteristics, such 

as its potential to statistical analysis.  
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 Data-driven decision-making refers to the use of data to make decisions 

about policies, programs, instructional strategies, and individual students. 

 Data Team is a small grade-level, department, course-alike, or 

organizational team that examines work generated from a common formative 

assessment. 

 Distributed leadership is a distributive perspective that school leadership 

practice is distributed in the interactions of school leaders, followers and their 

situation. 

 Effective can be described in terms of the problem a strategy solves, the 

context in which the strategy has been successful, evidence of the success of the 

practice, and level of outcome or impact it helped to achieve. 

 Formative Assessments are part of the instructional process used to adjust 

teaching and learning while they are happening. 

 Instructional leaders are intensely involved in curricular and instructional 

issues that directly affect student achievement. 

 Instructional strategies determine the approach a teacher may take to 

achieve learning objectives. 

 Inquiry is the process by which individuals in school settings pose 

questions and gather answers to those questions.  

 Professional development is a comprehensive, sustained, and intensive 

approach to improving teachers’ and principals’ effectiveness in raising student 

achievement. 
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 School Culture is a reflection of the shared values, beliefs, and 

commitments of school members across an array of dimensions that include but 

extend beyond interpersonal life (Sergiovanni, 1991).  

 School Climate is interpersonal in tone and substance and is manifested in 

the attitudes and behaviors of teachers, supervisors, students, and principals at 

work (Sergiovanni, 1991). 

 Shared Leadership is used interchangeably with distributive leadership.  

 Structures refer to organizational elements that have been developed and 

implemented to enhance the school, as an organization, in order to achieve its 

goals and tasks. 

 Student achievement is student success on given goals and targets set by 

the school, district, and state. 

 Sustainability refers to the long-term maintenance of responsibility and the 

capacity to endure. 

 Time refers to the minutes that is provided in a given day or week for 

teachers and administrators to work together. 

 Triangulation uses a variety of forms of existing data to find a desired and 

unknown reference point but relies on the judgment of professionals to make their 

best decision given limited data. 

Limitations 

Conducting a single qualitative case study of a predetermined middle school 

possess the following limitations: the data collected from one school limits the ability to 
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generalize the findings; also, the practices found at this one particular school may not be 

transferable to other schools unless the leadership, culture, and structures needed are in 

place at other schools.  The characteristics of the school may not be the same as other 

schools, therefore, what works in one school may not work in other schools.  In addition, 

the small number of selected individuals interviewed was limited to a pre-selected group 

of staff and the potential for bias exists when a single researcher both gathers and 

interprets the data (McEwan & McEwan, 2003).   

Delimitations 

 This study focused on the role of one middle school principal who had 

implemented teacher Data Teams in a recognized Title 1 campus.  Only Data Teams that 

had been in place for at least two years on this campus were included in the study.  The 

study included teachers who taught core-content subjects and were members of Data 

Teams and a lead teacher who was not a classroom teachers or administrator.  This study 

did not include elective teachers.  

Assumptions 

  There is an assumption that the middle school of focus has effective Data Teams 

in place.  It was also assumed that teachers were willing to share perceptions about the 

Data Teams’ effectiveness when interviewed.  In addition, it was assumed that the 

structures needed to allow teachers to collect, analyze and discuss data that had been 

created and that the principal of this campus possessed the leadership skills needed to 

effectively support the Data Team process. The final assumption was that the school 

demonstrated an increase in student achievement due to Data Teams. 
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Significance of the Study 

 No Child Left Behind has exposed many schools whose students are not 

adequately being prepared for subsequent grades.  Therefore, the achievement gap 

continues to widen as these students progress through the educational system.  Despite 

what the proponents say about NCLB, the reality is that students are being left behind in 

large numbers.  In 2012, 56 percent of schools in Texas did not make Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP).  Consequently, many of the schools that had not met AYP in previous 

years and received Title I funds faced losing federal dollars and strict sanctions.  Urban 

school leaders were especially feeling the pressure to perform at the same rate as schools 

that did not have the same makeup of students, such as a high number of students on free 

or reduced lunch.  Therefore, the role of the principal, especially in Title I schools, is 

extremely important.  According to Steiner and Hassel (2003), it is necessary for the 

principal at each campus to have certain characteristics in order to be able to positively 

impact student learning.  The characteristics and actions of the school leader are 

paramount in the success of campuses. In addition, it has only been in the last two 

decades that more research has been done that stresses the importance of the middle 

school grades.  However, all has focused to one degree or another on the broad concepts 

of developmental responsiveness, social equity, and academic excellence or rigor as the 

central tenets of their recommendations (Levin, 2010).  But it has been only recently that 

any research or analysis on middle grades student outcomes has been done, and even less 

has been conducted on the relationship of various middle grades practices to improving 

those outcomes (p. 2).  Therefore, this case study provides research and insight for other 
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administrators struggling to manage data and to create a plan that will improve student 

success. 

Chapter Summary 

Many principals struggle to manage the data they get each year in relation to the 

outcome of student learning.  Too often the data they analyze is on the previous school 

year’s results and for many schools it is too late to make the adjustments needed to effect 

student learning in a timely manner.  Subsequently, many schools are failing to meet state 

and federal standards and the achievement gap continues to widen among minority 

students and students living in poverty.  However, there are some Title 1 schools that are 

achieving success meeting AYP and state accountability standards.  This study proposed 

researching a single Texas school that has demonstrated progress in closing the 

achievement gap and is meeting state and federal standards using teacher Data Teams.   

Treatise Organization 

 This treatise is organized into five chapters.  The first chapter introduces the 

context of the study, the problem and research questions that were addressed, and the 

methodology approach for the study.  Delimitations and limitations are also included in 

the first chapter along with the assumptions of the study.  Chapter two includes the 

review of the literature as it relates to the leadership skills needed for implementing and 

sustaining Data Teams.  The literature review also includes structures created for 

collecting and analyzing student data, the Data Team process, and the practices that help 

sustain effective Data Teams. Chapter three discusses the methodology, as well as 

describing the case study and grounded theory.  Chapter four presents the actual research 
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findings of the case on the role of the principal in implementing effective teacher Data 

Teams that affects student learning.  The final chapter provides a summary of the study, 

discussion of results, implications for policy and practice, and recommendations for 

future research.  
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 

Overview 

The purpose of the literature review is to examine the research related to the role 

of the principal in creating a culture of data inquiry through the implementation and 

sustainability of teacher Data Teams.  The review includes research on principal 

leadership, fostering a supportive environment, and creating structures that will support 

Data Teams in middle schools.  In addition, the literature review will include the purpose 

of Data Teams and how Data Teams function in relation to the roles and responsibilities 

of Data Team members.  Finally, the literature review focuses on the sustainability of 

effective Data Teams once they are established.  The literature review begins with 

leadership theories and ends with a discussion on issues to consider.  

Leadership Background 

Interest in leadership increased in the early part of the twentieth century.  Early 

leadership theories focused on what qualities distinguished leaders and followers, while 

subsequent theories looked at other variables, such as situational factors and skill levels. 

Early research findings did not distinguish qualities between the two.  Thereafter, 

researchers began to examine the influence of outcomes in relation to the leader’s skills 

and behaviors.  Consequently, subsequent research focused on the characteristics and 

behaviors of effective and non-effective leaders.   

Leadership studies of the 1970s and 1980s focused on the individual 

characteristics which influenced principals’ effectiveness and the success of their 

organizations.  The investigations led to the conclusion that leaders and leadership are 
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crucial, but complex components of organizations (Mendez-Morse, 1992).  In addition, 

leaders transform and motivate followers by: (1) making them more aware of the 

importance of task outcomes; (2) inducting them to transcend their own self-interest for 

the sake of the organization or team; and (3) activating their higher-order needs. In 

contrast, transactional leadership involves an exchange process that may result in 

follower compliance with leader requests but is not likely to generate enthusiasm and 

commitment to task objectives.  Other theories focus on the situations leaders encounter 

and the skills they employ when dealing with different types of situations. 

Situational theories propose that leaders choose the best course of action based 

upon situational variables.  The Situational Leadership Theory, created by Hersey and 

Blanchard (1977), states that instead of using one style, successful leaders should change 

their leadership styles based on the maturity of the people they are leading and the details 

of the task.  Using this theory, leaders should be able to place more emphasis on the task 

and, depending on what is needed to get the job done effectively, more or less emphasis 

on the relationships with the people they are leading.   According to the theory, the level 

of subordinate maturity determines the appropriate mix of task-oriented and relations-

oriented behavior for the leader (Yukl, 2010).  The complexity of the principal’s job 

requires him/her to deal with many situations throughout the day that greatly vary, 

therefore, the approach he/she takes will also vary.  Today’s campus leaders must not 

only know how to manage the daily operations of a school, but must also know how to 

work with parents, students, teachers and the community.  The results of a study 

conducted by Supovitz, et. al. (2007) indicate the importance of principals’ work 



 
 

17 
 

associated with student learning because of their indirect influence on teachers’ practice 

through the fostering of collaboration and communication around instruction.  In 

addition, Leithwood, Seashore, Louis, Anderson and Wahstrom (2004) conducted a more 

holistic analysis of school leadership and concluded that school leadership “is second 

only to teaching among school-related factors in its impact on student learning” (p.101). 

Over the last two decades, public education in the federal government has gone 

through an extensive reform process.  This educational reform has resulted in a number 

of initiatives: a more rigorous, standards-based curriculum, greater accountability 

measures by a common assessment, data-driven decision-making, an emphasis on greater 

problem solving abilities and instructional strategies based on brain research.  In addition 

to these intentionally planned reform efforts, societal issues such as cultural and 

demographic changes, technological innovations, and globalism have made the role of 

public education, and by extension, the role of the building principal, even more complex 

(Thiele, 2009). 

The Role of the Principal 

Only principals who are equipped to handle a complex, rapidly changing environment 
can implement the reforms that lead to sustained improvement in student achievement. 

 
                                                                                                            Fullan,  2002 

 
During the early part of the nineteenth century, most elementary schools had few 

students and required only one or two teachers.  Under these conditions there was little, if 

any, need for a school principal.  The two major factors leading to the necessity of a 

principal position were the growth of cities, with the corresponding increase size of 
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schools, and the need to grade or classify students.  With the development of larger 

schools, the position of head teacher, principal teacher, and finally principal was 

established (Campbell, et al., 1990).  When schools are functioning especially well and 

school achievement is high, much of the credit typically belongs to the principal 

(Sergiovanni, 1991).  The principal sets clear and high achievement goals, maintains an 

orderly school environment, encourages the teaching of the “basics,” monitors student 

achievement progress, and is actively immersed in day-to-day school activities (Griffith, 

1999).  The role and function of the principal has evolved in response to the change in 

society (Beck & Murphy, 1993).  In a meta-analysis study conducted by Marzano, et. al., 

(2005), they examined 69 studies and indentified 21 categories of behaviors related to 

principal leadership.  These categories are: (1) affirmation; (2) change agent; (3) 

contingent rewards; (4) communication; (5) culture; (6) discipline; (7) flexibility; (8) 

focus; (9) ideals/beliefs; (10) input; (11) intellectual stimulation; (12) involvement in 

curriculum, instruction, and assessment; (13) knowledge of curriculum, instruction, and 

assessment; (14) monitoring/evaluating; (15) optimizer; (16) order; (17) outreach; (18) 

relationships; (19) resource; (20) situational awareness; and (21) visibility.   Sergiovanni, 

et. al., (1991) add that administration can be broadly defined as a process of working with 

and through others to accomplish school goals efficiently.  Leaders have a deeper and 

more lasting influence on organizations and provide more comprehensive leadership if 

their focus extends beyond maintaining high standards (Fullan, 2002).  One of the roles 

of the principal, which has become perhaps the most popular in the last couple of 
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decades, is that of the instructional leader, or a leader that displays a series of behaviors 

that are designed to positively affect classroom instruction (Marzano, et al., 2005).   

Instructional Leadership 

 The Instructional Leadership model emerged in the early 1980s in the research on 

effective schools (Stewart, 2006).  Research on effective principal leadership emphasizes 

the importance of both creating a learning ethos and providing more hands-on support for 

instruction (Supovitz, et. al., 2010).  Waters, et. al. (2003) found that the leader’s 

knowledge of curriculum, instruction, and assessment to be a significant predictor of 

student performance.  Instructional leaders focus on school goals, curriculum, instruction 

and the school environment.  Hallinger (2003) conceptualized instructional leadership as 

having three dimensions: defining the school’s mission, managing the instructional 

program, and promoting a positive learning climate.  Supovitz and Poglinco (2001) 

examined the instructional leadership practices of urban school principals implementing a 

comprehensive school reform model and found that instructional leaders organize their 

schools around an emphasis on instructional improvement supported by a distinct vision 

of instructional quality, cultivate a community of instructional practice in their schools by 

creating a safe and collaborative environment for teachers to engage in and deepen their 

work and reorganize their own professional lives, time, and priorities to support 

instructional improvement.  Weller, Buttery, and Bland (1994) identified similar 

characteristics of effective principals. An effective principal is one who emphasizes 

curriculum and student achievement, provides a positive instructional environment, 

evaluates student performance, develops instructional improvement plans, supports 
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teachers, and facilitates communication.  Principals are in a position to foster greater 

collaboration among teachers.  Such collaboration often leads to improvements in 

teachers’ instructional practices and these improvements, in turn, enhance student 

learning (Leithwood, 2004).  Finally, Fullan (2002) adds that effective school leaders are 

the key to large-scale, sustainable education reform.  Principals must be instructional 

leaders if they are to be the effective leaders needed for sustained innovation.  Providing 

instructional leadership should be everyone’s responsibility regardless of position 

(McNulty & Besser, 2011). 

Distributive Leadership 

 Distributive leadership has gained much attention in education and is often used 

interchangeably with “shared leadership,” “team leadership,” and “democratic 

leadership.”  In a review of the literature on the contribution of leadership to school 

improvement, Spillane (2005) emphasizes that “distributive leadership is first and 

foremost about leadership practice rather than leaders, leadership roles, leadership 

functions or leadership structures” (p. 111).  He adds that “a distributive perspective 

frames leadership practice in a particular way; leadership practice is viewed as a product 

of interactions of school leaders, followers, and their situation” (p. 112).  Peter Gronn 

(2009) adds that distributive leadership is present across organizations and takes a variety 

of forms.  He argues that the division of labor is the principle driver or generative 

mechanism for the structuring of work and workplace relations.  He adds that the division 

of labor defines the overall amount of work originating in the task environment to be 

performed and the nature and extent of specialization into which the totality of the work 
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is subdivided.  In another review of literature, Harris and Spillane (2008) propose that 

distributive leadership can serve as both a diagnostic and design tool that offers a lens on 

leadership practices within schools and between schools. “It offers schools the 

opportunity to stand back and think about exactly how leadership is distributed and the 

difference made, or not made, by that distribution” (p. 124).  A common theme among 

the research conducted on distributive leadership is for individuals or groups of people to 

act autonomously toward common organizational goals without constant supervision or 

direction from those in authoritative positions.  Therefore, the need for explicit 

communication about the goals is necessary. 

Visionary Leadership 

If supervisors lack vision and seek only control and containment, they will most 

certainly not encourage or appreciate any reforms on the part of their staff   Johnson 

(2002) adds that the principal and other leaders in the district must have a vision of 

change, communicate effectively, lead the instructional path, monitor progress and 

support the staff continuously.  Yukl (2010) believes that the leader needs an appropriate 

vision and the ability and persistence to influence others to accept it.  The vision can 

provide a sense of continuity for followers by linking past events and present strategies to 

a vivid image of a better future for the organization (p.310).  Not only do campus leaders 

need to effectively communicate the direction in relation to campus goals, but they must 

also ensure that teachers have an optimal environment conducive to collecting and 

analyzing data.  Hence, effective leadership helps create conditions to help others 

succeed.  



 
 

22 
 

Servant Leadership 

 Servant Leadership is described as a new kind of leadership model that puts 

serving others as the number one priority (Smith, 2005).  In 1970, Robert Greenleaf 

proposed the concept of “servant leadership,” or the essence of ethical leadership.  A 

servant leader must attend to the needs of followers and help them become healthier, 

wiser and more willing to accept responsibilities.  The following is a list of key values 

expressed in a servant leader’s behavior: (1) integrity; (2) altruism; (3) humility; (4) 

empathy and healing; (5) personal growth; (6) fairness and justice; and (7) empowerment 

(as cited in, Yukl, 2010).  A leader’s personal values are known to have a great impact on 

the resulting culture and performance of an organization (Smith, 2005). Greenleaf (1970) 

describes the servant leader as one who wants to serve first, which brings one to aspire to 

lead.  Furthermore, Greenleaf suggests that the person who is servant first is most likely 

to persevere and refine a particular hypothesis on what serves another’s highest priority 

needs more than the person who is leader first and who later serves out of promptings of 

conscience or in conformity with normative expectations (p. 8).  One of the most 

consistent findings in educational research is that high-achieving schools have strong, 

competent leaders (Jackson & Davis, 2000).  Leadership in middle schools in particular 

have been examined in comprehensive studies conducted, such as Turning Points and the 

later version Turning Points 2000.  

Middle Level Education 

 As expectations for a more highly educated American citizenry rise, what happens 

in the middle school grades matters more now than ever.  Levin (2010) identifies the 
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following reasons that support the importance of middle schools: (1) in the middle school 

grades, students begin to lose ground; (2) middle school grades are the last best chance to 

identify students at risk of academic failure and get them back on track in time to succeed 

in high school; and (3) success in key subjects in the middle grades is a strong predictor 

of success in high school and beyond.  The concept of a “middle level of education” 

emerged in the 1980s as a distinct entity in education, meriting equal attention with the 

traditional high school and elementary designations (Keefe, et.. al., 1994).   For years, 

“middle level schooling has been synonymous with change” (p. 1). In the 1960s and 

1970s, many social and political institutions began to be viewed through the prism of 

psychiatry and sociology and in schools, through the personal psyches of individual 

students.  Middle schools, in their infant years, were the blank slate for the child-

centered, social-environment pedagogues (Meyer, 2011).  The middle school years 

represent a critical time for young teenagers.  In addition, middle schools have been 

blamed for the increase in student behavior problems and cited as the cause of teenagers’ 

alienation, disengagement from school and low achievement.  While data show slow but 

steady increases in achievement scores since the 1970s, about 70 percent of American 

eighth grade students fail to reach proficient levels of performance in reading, 

mathematics and science on national achievement tests. Recommendations have been 

made such as those in Turning Points 2000, but few schools have implemented them and 

many that have, have not implemented them well (Roney, et. al., 2004).  Research 

suggests that structural changes have been made in many schools (dividing schools into 

smaller units, team teaching and providing time for advisory programs) that have 



 
 

24 
 

contributed to more positive interpersonal relations.  However, the emphasis on mastery 

goals in the learning environment continues to decline when students move to middle 

school (Midgley, 1998).  Therefore, school administrators and teachers are being held 

more accountable for the outcome of student achievement. 

Accountability 

 At the core of the NCLB were a number of measures designed to draw broad 

gains in student achievement and to hold states and schools more accountable for student 

progress.  However, in education, accountability is usually associated with state and 

federal standards while Data Teams accountability means teachers have the “power” to 

act on their students’ data.  Accountability regarding data analysis means, first and 

foremost, taking action on the basis of what the data tells us and acting quickly on the 

diagnosis rather than allowing the problem to persist and fester (White, 2011). 

Accountability is the authority to act, permission to subtract and the responsibility for 

results (White, 2005).  Though overused as educational rhetoric and broadly applied, 

accountability has special meaning in the individual lives of educators.  Accountability 

becomes a means by which educators (teachers and administrators) can gauge their own 

behaviors and the behaviors of their students.  Data Teams embrace a bottom-up 

approach in which the accountability process is embedded in collaborative conversations 

and shared accountability (McNulty & Besser, 2011).  

Data-Driven Decision-Making 

Knowledge is power, and there is nothing more powerful than data to help district 

and school leaders develop a solid blueprint with measurable results for continuous 
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improvement.  Through the proper use of data, schools and districts can: (1) narrow 

achievement gaps; (2) improve teacher quality; (3) improve curriculum development; (4) 

find the root causes of problems; (5) share best practices; (6) communicate more 

effectively with key stakeholders; and (7) motivate students and increase parental 

involvement.  At the core of data-driven decision-making and Data Teams is the belief 

that all children can learn (Allison, et. al., 2010).  White (2011) adds that continuous 

improvement is the foundation of effective data-driven decision-making.  The benefits of 

educator collaboration are particularly valuable in involving faculties in data-driven 

inquiry into their teaching practices (Wayman, Midgly & Stringfield, 2005).  Wayman, 

et. al. (2011) adds that a sense of commitment may be developed by the sense of having 

contributed to organizational decision-making.  Dufour  and  Eaker (1998) state that 

people who engage in collaborative team learning are able to learn from one another, thus 

creating momentum to fuel continued improvement.  Data-driven decision-making in 

education refers to teachers, principals and administrators systematically collecting and 

analyzing various types of data,  including input, process, outcome and satisfaction data  

to guide and range decisions to help the success of students and schools (March, et. al., 

2006).  The data that is examined during Data Team meetings is about Common 

Formative Assessments (CFAs) that are given by all teachers to their students.  CFAs will 

be discussed thoroughly later in chapter two.  Many schools have attempted to implement 

data driven teams but have experienced limited success due to a lack of direction from 

administration or lack of formal structures (Peery, 2011).    
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Structures 

The implementation of a school-wide data-use process is greatly enhanced by 

leadership structures that mutually involve the principal and other administrators, teacher 

teams, department chairs, and a data team (Lachat & Smith, 2005).  One of the findings 

in a study conducted by Wayman, et. al., (2010), indicates that educators are positive 

toward using data, but the lack of time to do so make using data a source of 

dissatisfaction.  In addition, Wayman, et. al. (2010) suggest that when considering how to 

provide consistent time for collaboration around data, it is imperative that both district 

and building leadership understand the degree to which this time must be structured.  

Wayman, et. al. (2011) also suggest that data-related learning opportunities be frequent 

and situated as much as practical within the parameters of the regular workday.  

Therefore, schools should consider setting aside time in department, grade or explicit and 

protected time periods to do nothing but apply the best thinking of school teams and 

faculties to the analysis of data. As White, (2011) states, “Creating an assessment 

calendar can provide the structure needed for analyzing data and for reflecting on 

assessments.” (p. 34). 

 An assessment calendar establishes time frames, accountability, and 

collaboration to conduct the following nine steps to quality analysis and decision-making: 

 A time frame for administration (implementation of any new practice). 

 A precise and published window for collecting the data. 

 A precise and published window for disaggregating the data. 

 A precise and published time for analysis. 
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 A separate time to reflect on the data after it has been analyzed, graphed, 

and charted for trends and patterns. 

 A precise window given to recommend changes of any kind or 

maintenance of the status quo. 

 A specific date when decisions will be made regarding the 

recommendations. 

 A specific time to provide a written rationale for the selected decision. 

 A time when data are disseminated to stakeholders, including parents and 

even students, depending on the data. 

An effective assessment calendar has many benefits, such as revealing 

redundancy of testing, advertising specific dates for specific purposes and minimizing 

competing activities (p.35).  Another important structure essential to effective teams is 

the identification of one or more specific goals the team will work to achieve (Dufour & 

Marzano, 2011).  Leaders who hope to create high-performing collaborative teams must 

ensure every team benefits from interdependent relationships and specific performance 

goals (p.77). While structures are important in promoting Data Teams, districts and 

schools must establish a culture in which these teams or professional communities can 

flourish (Allison, et. al., 2010). 

Supportive School Culture 

 The characteristics of a positive school culture have been well documented.  In a 

study conducted by Supovitz, et. al. (2009), they attempted to isolate effective practices 

by successful principals and found that the role of the principal in creating an atmosphere 
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of collaboration and trust played a key role.  They add that trust and collaboration point 

directly to the cultural heart of the school organization. Bolman and Deal (2008) describe 

culture in an organization as both, “a product and a process.  As a product, it embodies 

wisdom accumulated from experience.  As a process, it is renewed and re-created as 

newcomers learn the old ways and eventually become teachers themselves.” (p.269).   

Data analysis as a one-time event at the beginning of the year will not ensure the 

sustainability of a data inquiry campus.  However, the culture of the school can be 

affected if analyzing data is an on-going process.  Creating a culture of data driven 

campus must have a clear direction on how to go about navigating the data.  The role 

each teacher plays in the Data Team should be clearly communicated.  However, it is 

important to note that individuals may be at different places in relation to interpreting 

data and collaborating with others on how to identify and address issues related to student 

learning.  Wayman, Jimerson, and Cho (2011) suggest that through the process of 

attempting to establish common understandings, organizations explicitly recognize and 

embrace the creativity that comes from diverse perspectives being brought to the 

dialogue.  Through this process of collaboration, educators are enabled to learn from one 

another.  In data collected from three high schools in a study conducted by Lachat and 

Smith (2005), there is evidence that suggests that the process of organizing data use 

around clearly focused questions is far more powerful if it is established and championed 

as a school-wide practice by school leaders: the principal and other administrators, 

teacher leaders, department chairs and school coaches. 
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Data Teams as a Form of Professional Learning Communities 

To create Professional Learning Communities (PLC’s), there must be a focus on 

learning rather than teaching, a process of working collaboratively and holding yourself 

accountable for results (Dufour, 2004).  In the book titled Leaders of Learners, Marzano 

and Dufour (2011) identify three big ideas that PLC’s address: (1) ensure that all students 

learn at high levels; (2) work collaboratively in a collective effort to meet the needs of 

each student; and (3) create a results orientation in order to know if students are learning 

and to respond appropriately to their needs (p. 25).  Peery (2011) adds that if professional 

learning communities are the “what” of school improvement, then the practices of Data 

Teams serve as the “how.”  Data Team structures and processes help teachers navigate 

the unfamiliar territory or learning-focused collaboration (p.5).  However, the 

transformation from a culture of isolation to a culture of collaboration will not occur in a 

school without the effective leadership of the principal ( Dufour & Marzano, 2011). 

Collaboration 

Educators who are building a professional learning community recognize they 

must work together to achieve their collective purpose of learning for all (Dufour, 2004).  

Therefore, they create structures that promote a collaborative culture. Collaboration is an 

effective practice and a thread of all data-driven decisions (Besser, 2010).  Collaboration 

provides a forum to legitimize proposed changes and promotes insights that numbers 

alone are unable to produce (White, 2011).  In addition, White (2011) suggests that 

collaboration is powerful enough to drive excellence in student achievement and has 

three characteristics:  (1) it is present from planning to execution in data-driven 



 
 

30 
 

decision-making; (2) it helps develop team thinking and candor in data-driven 

decision-making; (3) it is integrated into every data-driven decision.  Data Teams are 

collaborative teams designed to improve teaching, learning, and leadership (Besser, 

2010).  Teaching can be a lonely profession when done in isolation, while Data Teams 

can be the catalyst to encourage dialogue among teachers.  By being private, teachers 

forfeit the opportunity to share their successes with colleagues while gaining the security 

of not having to disclose shortcomings (Sergiovanni, 1991).  In addition, Sergiovanni 

(1991) adds that social interaction among teachers and between teachers and supervisors 

is essential for promoting and institutionalizing change in schools (p. 240).  Peery (2011) 

adds that Data Teams are a vehicle that marries collaboration with classroom-based 

action research, as well as provide an excellent model for all schools to use to meet their 

student achievement goals (p. 52). Pappano (2007) identified some specific tasks that 

require collaboration, including: 

 Identifying what students need to know and be able to do by the end of the 

year. 

 Writing common formative assessments and collectively reviewing the 

results. 

 Reflecting and identifying which classroom practices produce the best 

results. 

 Agreeing on, adopting and using the most effective practices (p. 204). 
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Composition of Data Teams 

Research suggests that the role of the principal is complex.  Therefore, principals 

must create teams that focus on curriculum and instruction. Marzano, Waters, and 

McNulty (2005) identify  21 responsibilities that most impact student achievement in 

their book titled School Leadership That Work.  However, according to these authors, it is 

impossible for one person to be an expert in all of these functions; therefore, building a 

team that possesses these strengths is more attainable and more effective.  Time can be 

one of the biggest barriers when analyzing data and Data Teams can be a solution to this 

problem.  When a few people become responsible for organizing and preparing the data, 

principals can dedicate the full faculty’s time to discussing the data.  The Data Teams’ 

work may include managing the collection and organization of the data from the state, 

district, and classrooms, creating graphic displays of this information and teaching 

faculty member how to collect, organize and/or display their own data (Boudett, et. al, 

2007).  

Ideally, Data Teams are composed of teachers who teach the same grade level and 

the same subject.  The size of the team might depend on the size of the school.  A team, 

by definition, is two or more people working together, however, principals may need to 

organize teams to a more manageable size when there are a large number of teachers who 

teach the same subject within the grade level.  Some schools may find a need to create 

interdisciplinary teams.  When doing so, interdisciplinary teams must determine an area 

of focus that impacts all subject areas such as essay writing or drawing conclusions and 

creating assessment tasks accordingly (Peery, 2011).  Whatever the composition of the 
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team may be, it is important that each member embraces and values using data to guide 

instruction.  

When a single member of a Data Team is not fully committed to the process, it 

can cause serious problems for the entire team.  When there is even one teacher who 

refuses to see the benefits of data-driven instruction, meetings could take longer, cause 

tension, and provide little or no benefit to students or staff.  However, when a group of 

teachers is willing to use relevant data to improve teaching practices, the Data Teams 

could produce positive results in student learning.   

Data Team Process 

 Once the Data Teams have been configured and after all Data Team members 

understand the norms for Data Team meetings, the work of data analysis begins (Peery, 

2011).  Many schools begin with analyzing school-wide data based on the previous year’s 

state assessment results.  While this may seem to be a good place to start this is not the 

kind of data that teams continue to examine.  Data Teams examine data derived from 

common, teacher-created assessments which are administered to all the students 

represented by the teachers on the team.  Pre-assessment data becomes the first data set 

the team uses in the five-step Data Team meeting (Peery, 2011).  Whether assessments 

are generated by the district or by campus teams, it is vital that these assessments target 

the learning objectives in a rigorous manner.  In addition, assessments should include 

prerequisite skills that students must have in order to learn new information.  Campuses 

with high percentage of special education students or students with limited English 

should ensure the assessments address these students and have a plan on how to 



 
 

33 
 

determine proficiency for these students.  In other words, does the assessment address the 

students Individual Education Plan or does it have enough language support to help 

limited English students without compromising the validity of the test.  Once that data 

from the pre-assessment is available, the team convenes to begin the process of analyzing 

and acting on this data.  These five steps are followed during this meeting: 

1. the team collects and charts (or displays) the data; 

2. the team analyzes the data and prioritizes needs; 

3. the team sets a SMART goal.  SMART goals stand for specific, 

measurable, achievable, relevant, and timely. This goal is the growth 

target and clearly states the expected percentage of students who will be 

proficient and higher in the measured standards at the end of the 

designated instructional time;  

4. the team determines the instructional strategies they will implement in 

order to raise student proficiency;  

5. the team determines results indicators (Allison, et. al., 2010, p.115). 

The purpose of these meetings is to analyze the data and collectively decide how 

they will react to the data.  Team members should decide which strategies will be utilized 

to address the students’ needs.  The collaboration that occurs during these meetings is 

powerful and can impact student achievement when everyone on the team carries out the 

decisions made in the meetings.  In addition, the most successful Data Teams are those 

that have frequent meetings and are monitored by the principal, assistant principal, 

instructional coaches, or central office administrators.  The Data Team process, 
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combined with other research-proven, school-based strategies will lead to improved 

student achievement and greater learning gains for all students (Allison et al, 2010).  

Antecedents for Data Analysis 

 Antecedents are defined as adult actions, behaviors and decisions that precede, 

anticipate, or predict student performance (White, 2011).  Data Teams have deliberate, 

explicit conversations around antecedents—or practices—because it is a formal part of 

the Data Team process.  Antecedents represent all we do as professional educators to 

improve student achievement and ensure that every student reaches his/her potential and 

is sufficiently prepared to meet the challenges of an increasingly global economy and 

blending of diverse world cultures.  Antecedent analysis offers the benefit of data 

describing and monitoring causes that produce results.  Teaching strategies such as 

questioning, reinforcing effort, rewarding achievement and instruction in non-linguistic 

representation are also considered antecedents (White, 2011).  In addition, antecedents 

also include conditions such as class size, technology literacy, availability of textbooks 

and existence of structures such as continued education unit requirements, block 

scheduling, Data Teams and prescribed data reflection times. 

Implementing Data Teams 

Creating and implementing a major school reform plan can be time consuming 

and difficult, yet the time and effort put into planning are invaluable (Blair L. A., 2000).  

Because of its complexity, creating the environment necessary for school change and for 

school improvement may be the most difficult step in the implementation process (Blair, 

2000).  Problems and challenges are inevitable when implementing a comprehensive 
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school reform program, no matter how well a program is planned.  By monitoring and 

checking progress throughout the implementation process, you will be able to identify 

problems, challenges and concerns, and be able to address them quickly. Catching 

problems early ensures a smoother, more successful implementation and can result in an 

improved program.  Monitoring and checking progress can also serve as a source of 

encouragement to teachers by reminding them that changes are being made and that the 

school is progressing toward its vision of comprehensive school reform.  Fullan (1983) 

explains implementation as a process of putting into practice an idea, program, or a set of 

activities which is new to the people attempting to bring about change (p. 56).  

Implementation Gap, Teacher/Administration Follow-Through 

 The only meaningful difference between an initiative, like Data Teams, and 

increased levels of student achievement is the degree of implementation (Allison, et. al., 

2010).  A program or practice with demonstrated effectiveness in some schools can be 

ineffective elsewhere if the way it is implemented takes it away from its original design.  

Evidence-based programs are developed and tested over time using theory to build the 

program components.  Therefore, deviation from the program components could have 

unintended consequences on program outcomes (Dane & Schneider, 1998).  Dane and 

Schneider suggest five primary components when considering program fidelity:  (1) 

adherence to the program service as it was designed with all the core components being 

delivered to the appropriate population; staff trained appropriately; and using the right 

protocols, techniques, and materials; (2) exposure includes any of the following: the 

number of sessions implemented, length of each session, or the frequency with which 
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program techniques were implemented; (3) quality of Program Delivery is the manner in 

which a teacher, volunteer, or staff member delivers a program; (4) Participant 

Responsiveness is the extent to which participants are engaged by and are involved in the 

activities and content of the program; and (5) Program Differentiation identifies the 

unique features of different components or programs that are reliably differentiated from 

one another (p33).  Plans for monitoring fidelity of implementation should begin when 

programs are being considered for adoption.  Unfortunately, many schools seem to 

change direction and programs frequently and randomly without challenging any of the 

structures and processes that keep them right where they are (McNulty & Besser, 2011).  

In addition, McNulty and Besser (2011) point out that the lack of follow through at all 

levels is the single most predictable problem for lack of progress.  The difference 

between the most effective classrooms and the least effective classrooms is attributed to 

the teacher.  William (2007) also found that the difference between the most effective 

teachers and the least effective teachers in not what they know, but rather what they do 

(p.17).  McNulty and Besser (2011) suggest that what teachers need is more practice and 

support in implementing (e.g., more practice in applying successful methods in the 

classroom, more modeling, more coaching and more observations).  Similarly, effective 

administrators make instruction a priority and do not allow other duties to interfere with 

ensuring the Data Team process is working.  The principal must be constantly vigilant by 

monitoring for complacency, providing thoughtful and extensive training for new 

teachers and being a refresher professional development to veterans, refusing to delegate 
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critical roles, and always keeping staff focus on student achievement and on the 

organizational model of Data Teams (Allison et, al., 2010).  

Curriculum 

 One of the most powerful things a school can do to help enhance student 

achievement is to guarantee that specific content is taught in specific courses and grade 

levels (Dufour & Marzano, 2011).  Marzano ranks a “guaranteed and viable curriculum” 

as the most important factor in student achievement (p.99).  According to Marzano, 

students have the opportunity to learn when the study clearly articulates required 

standards and ensures that all teachers have adequate time to help students acquire and 

integrate required content.  In an effort to align curriculum to state and national standards, 

many districts have ended up with a curriculum that is too broad, with too many topics 

and not enough guidance in terms of focus (McNulty & Besser, 2011).  However, many 

districts have gone through the, “hard work of ‘unwrapping’ standards to identify the Big 

Ideas and Essential Questions, and aligning their curriculum behind these Power 

Standards (p.21).  “Unwrapping” the standards is a simple yet highly effective way to 

manage the academic content standards (Ainsworth and Viegut, 2006).  The four-step 

“unwrapping” process includes a simple technique: (1) identifying the key concepts and 

skills embedded in the wording of the standards; (2) creating a graphic organizer to 

represent the “unwrapped” concept and skills; (3) determining the Big Ideas inherent in 

the “unwrapped” standards; and (4) writing Essential Questions to guide and focus 

classroom instruction and assessment (p.41).  It is important for teachers in Data Teams 



 
 

38 
 

to understand the specificity of what a standard is expecting students to accomplish so 

that they can tailor their instructional strategies to that standard.   

Instruction 

 The act of teaching requires deliberate interventions to ensure that there is 

cognitive change in the student.  The key ingredients are awareness of learning 

intentions, knowing when a student is successful in attaining those intentions, having 

sufficient understanding of the student’s understanding as he/she comes to the task and 

knowing enough about the content to provide meaning and challenging experiences in 

some sort of progressive development (Hatie, 2009).  Darling-Hammond (2010) has 

explored the concept of teacher instructional Data Teams in depth and has concluded that 

it is useful for groups of teachers to analyze and discuss student performance data and 

samples of student coursework in order to identify students’ most common errors and 

misunderstandings, reach common understanding of what it means for students to master 

a given concept, or skill, and find out which instructional strategies are or are not 

working, and for whom (p.228).  Step four in the Data Team process is to select common 

instructional strategies to be employed to address the learning challenges discovered in 

step two, analyze data and prioritize needs.  

 Marzano (2003) states that a teacher-level factor that affects student achievement 

is “instructional strategies.”  It is perhaps self-evident that more effective teachers use 

more effective instructional strategies (p.78).  Marzano (2003) adds that research can and 

should provide some clear guidance on the specifics of effective teaching.  John Hatie 

identified nine instructional strategies and their effect size in relation to how many 
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standard deviations the average score in the experimental group is above the average 

score in the control group (as cited in Marzano, 2003).  The results are reported in the 

table below. 

Table 2.1 

Categories of Instructional Strategies That Affect Student Achievement 

Category Average 
Effect Size 

Percentile Gain Number of 
Effect Size 

Standard 
Deviation 

Identifying 
Similarities and 
Differences 

1.61 45 31 0.31 

Summarizing and 
Note Taking 

1.00 34 179 0.5 

Reinforcing effort and 
Providing recognition 

0.80 29 21 0.35 

Homework and 
practice 

0.77 28 134 0.40 

Nonlinguistic 
representation 

0.75 27 246 0.40 

Cooperative learning 0.73 27 122 0.28 

Setting objective and 
providing feedback 

0.61 23 408 0.28 

Generating and testing 
hypothesis 

0.61 23 63 0.79 

Questions, cues, and 
advance organizers 

0.5 22 1,251 0.26 

 

Data Teams should investigate research based strategies that will address the 

standard while providing the highest impact on student achievement.  Administrators can 
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reinforce and enhance teaching practices that will contribute to improved student learning 

by promoting professional development, monitoring classroom instruction and by 

providing needed resources.  Because student learning is the primary function of schools, 

the effective supervision of instruction is one of the most critical functions of an 

administrator (Fischer, 2004).  

Formative Assessments 

“Schools with the greatest improvements in student achievement consistently used 
common formative assessments” Doug Reeves, 2004 

 
 The implementation of CFAs relies heavily on the expectation of leaders and how 

committed they are to seeing this process to fruition (Allison, et al., 2010).  For 

assessments to function formatively, the results have to be used to adjust teaching and 

learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998).  Almost anyone can copy or create an assessment that 

will quantify levels of knowledge, but the conscientious, intentional assessment creator 

will measure the extent to which students have internalized new and prerequisite learning 

based on the amount of time spent on instruction and the importance of a standard 

(Allison, et. al., 2010).  Allison, et. al. (2010) suggests that in order for teachers to 

validate assessment instruments they should: 

 Make sure that each item truly measures the prioritized standard. 

 Examine the Bloom’s taxonomy level of each question item associated 

with each prioritized standard. 
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 Check the number of items based on the time spent on instruction (i.e., if 

25 percent of instruction was spent on fractions, then 25 percent of the 

assessment items should measure fractions). 

 Ask a colleague to assess whether the instrument measures the first three 

criteria (p.17). 

Ready-made benchmark tests cannot substitute for day-to-day formative 

assessment conducted by assessment-literate teachers.  Formative assessment delivers 

information during the instructional process and before the summative assessments.  Both 

the teacher and the student use formative assessment results to make decisions about 

what actions to take to promote further learning (Chapius & Chapius, 2008, p. 15).  

Assessments for learning supports learning in two ways: (1) teachers can adapt 

instruction on the basis of evidence, making changes and improvements that will yield 

immediate benefits to student learning; and (2) students can use evidence of their current 

progress to actively manage and adjust their own learning (p. 17).  

Student Outcomes 

Results should take us beyond the exclusive use of such annual indicators as test 

scores (Schmoker, 1996).  Using evidence for improvements requires mindsets that 

extend to examining how particular leadership and teaching practices influence the trends 

in evidence about student learning (Timperley, 2001).  Measures of student learning help 

us understand how students are performing and what students know as a result of 

instruction (Bernhardt, 2004).  The most commonly stated reasons schools give for 

measuring student learning include knowing, 
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 if students have particular skills and knowledge; 

 if students have attained a level of proficiency/competence/mastery; 

 if instructional strategies are making a difference for all students; 

 the effectiveness of instructional strategies and curricula; 

 how to improve instructional strategies; 

 how to classify students into instructional groups; 

 that students are ready to graduate or proceed to the next level of 

instruction; and 

 if school processes are making the intended progress (p.100). 

However, too often, student learning results are not always used in these ways 

(Bernhardt, 2004).  Things get done only if the data we gather can inform and inspire 

those in a position to make a difference.  “We must be careful to measure what matters, 

especially what matters to those who can implement change.” (Scmoker, 1996, p. 69).  

Sustainability 

Learning is central to sustainable schools for all members of the school 

community, students and staff alike, demonstrating that learning is valued and is a life-

long process.  Key components of sustainability are developing the social environment, 

learning in context, cultivating leaders at many levels (and ensuring leadership 

succession) and enhancing the teaching profession (Fullan, 2002).  McNulty and Besser 

(2010) point out that implementing Data Teams is simple but maintaining them can be 

difficult.  Copland (2012) suggests that leadership structures for sustainability is one of 

the most effective methods of follow-up and continuous assistance results from the 



 
 

43 
 

collaboration and collegiality that develop as a school becomes a professional learning 

community.  One such structure of additional assistance for Data Team members is 

Leadership Professional Coaching (LPC).  LCP occurs when a peer, the principal, or an 

outside consultant provides additional instruction and support (p. 195).  LPC’s help 

facilitate conversations within Data Teams that are rich and reflective, as well as 

enhancing the conversation that teachers have with each other about the work that occurs 

between meetings, when it is easy to slip back into isolation and overlook the benefits of 

reflecting out loud on the implementation of instructional strategies and their effect on 

the students (McNulty & Besser, 2010).  Specific dimensions of the data coach role 

include: (1) procedural assistance in identifying and addressing data-quality issues and 

improving the use of data for school-wide planning and improvements; and (2) modeling 

and skill-building assistance in focusing data use around critical questions, using data to 

monitor the progress of students on multiple measures and identifying areas of strength in 

student learning as well as areas for interventions and additional support to students  

(Lachat & Smith, 2005).  Peer coaching can be beneficial to both the person being 

coached and the person who is acting as coach.  Additional assistance may also take the 

form of going to visit other schools where a certain practices or programs are in place, or 

in obtaining outside materials such as reading or videos.  Campus leaders must create 

structures and opportunities for continuous feedback on the Data Team process.  The 

responsibility for sustaining school improvement was shared among a much broader 

group of school community members, rather than owned primarily by formal leaders at 

the top of the organizational chart (Copland, 2003).  Copland (2003) adds that in order 
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for distributive leadership to take root, important organizational preconditions must exist. 

The development of a culture within the school that embodies collaboration, trust, 

professional learning and reciprocal accountability must exist.  Therefore, monitoring by 

the campus leaders is one of the most effective ways to sustain Data Teams. 

Monitoring 

 Data Teams, and Data Team leaders, need continual feedback on their practices 

(McNulty & Besser, 2010).  While teams should be self-monitoring and seek feedback 

from colleagues, feedback from administrators who are supporting the process can 

provide information that will allow educators to refine their practices as a Data Team 

(p.159).  Feedback is the most powerful when it is timely and used as a tool for 

self-reflection on the team’s performance.  There are a variety of ways in which leaders 

can provide feedback, such as to, 

 provide immediate oral feedback during the meeting. If the principal’s 

input is respected, then his/her contributions will seem more genuine and 

purposeful; 

 provide written feedback to the team and to individuals;  

 use coaching to provide feedback; and 

 use the data gathered from observations to guide the dialogue (p.169). 

On-going Capacity Building 

 The Data Team process is an explicit, teacher-driven, ongoing, job-embedded, 

data-driven form of professional development that is highly effective (McNulty & Besser, 

2011).  Professional development is most effective when the school leadership supported 
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opportunities to learn, where there was more access to relevant expertise and when 

opportunities were provided to meet to process new information (Hattie, 2009).  

Professional development must be job-embedded, continuous, rigorous, and challenging 

(McNulty & Besser, 2011).  To be effective in their follow-through, teachers need an 

explicit structure in which to house these conversations—Data Teams. It is imperative for 

leaders to establish the expectations and set the direction for this type of professional 

development (Reeves, 2009).   

Discussion 

The research clearly identifies the impact that leadership has on student 

achievement.  Today’s school leaders must possess an array of skills that will enable 

them to successfully influence those around him.  Because it is almost impossible for the 

principal to be an expert in all facets of running a school, he/she must rely on those 

around him/her to help guide the direction of the campus.  According to the literature, 

distributive leadership is necessary for principals to employ because of the mass amount 

of responsibilities it takes to effectively lead a school.  In addition, instructional 

leadership along with data inquiry is equally as important for the success of the campus. 

Furthermore, the literature also supports examples of systems and structures that school 

leaders should create to promote data inquiry.  

A major limitation in the literature in regards to school leadership is creating 

systems that support data inquiry through Data Teams.  Most of the current literature 

focuses on the process of Data Teams but little information is available on how principals 

can create systems specifically at the middle school level.  However, the work published 
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by the Leadership and Learning Center, focuses on the success of Data Teams in schools 

around the country.  School leaders at any level can utilize their findings when beginning 

to implement Data Teams.  In addition to the limited literature on systems, there is also 

limited information on how districts can support the work at the campus level in regards 

to data inquiry through Data Teams.   

 A recommendation for further research is how districts can support campus 

leaders as they begin the process of implementing Data Teams.  Because Data Teams rely 

heavily on pre-/post-assessments, the curriculum department can ensure assessments 

target the standards being taught.  In addition, district professional development can 

support building on-going capacity at the campus level by ensuring teacher training 

includes data analysis.  The district leaders play an important role in the success of 

campuses and therefore should be part of the equation of the Data Team process at the 

campus level.  

Summary of Literature Review 

 The role and responsibilities of a campus principal is complex.  Therefore, the 

amount of time required to effectively collect and analyze student data regularly can be 

difficult for many principals.  In addition, many principals may not have the knowledge 

and skills to effectively transform data into a plan that will impact student achievement.  

To effectively use data to drive decisions the research suggests that principals share the 

responsibility of collecting and analyzing student data with teachers utilizing Data 

Teams.  In addition, a safe environment where teachers can collaborate using student data 

to drive their instruction should be created.  The research also suggests that the principal 
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possess a clear instructional focus and vision that will help guide campus goals.  

However, the research clearly states that in order for schools to be successful school 

leaders must share the responsibility and build leaders among the teachers.  

  



 
 

48 
 

Chapter 3:  METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This research centered on the leadership role the principal utilized that helped 

create a data inquiry campus through the implementation and sustainability of Data 

Teams. Chapter three describes the methodology used in this research case study.  The 

chapter includes the purpose statement, research questions and the type of design.  In 

addition, the section contains a description of the organization being studied, procedures 

and instruments for data collection and the data analysis process employed. Chapter three 

concludes with a summary.  

Purpose  

The purpose of this study was to determine how a middle school principal 

implemented and sustained effective Data Teams on a campus.  Specifically, the focus 

was to examine the structures that were put in place that allowed teachers to analyze and 

act on student data.  The support provided of Data Teams implementation was also 

explored.  

Research Questions 

The research questions that guided this study are the following: 

1. What is the role of the principal in implementing successful Data Teams? 

2. What campus structures foster a Data Team process? 

3. What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the effectiveness of Data 

Teams? 

4. What practices contribute to the sustainability of Data Teams? 
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Research Design 

 The research design demonstrates to the reader that the overall plan was sound 

and that the researcher is competent to undertake the research, capable of employing the 

methods arrayed and has sufficient interest sustaining in the effort necessary for the 

successful completion of the study (Marshall & Rossman, 1999).  The research design 

needs to be based on what it was the research was set out to examine (McEwan & 

McEwan, 2003).  The researcher for this study embraced a constructivist view of the 

world.  Rather than starting with a theory, inquiries generated or inductively developed a 

theory or pattern of meaning.  The researcher’s intent was to make sense of the meanings 

others have about the world (Creswell, 2003).  Therefore, a qualitative method with a 

case study research design was used to gather data to describe campus leadership that 

supports the implementation and sustainability of teacher Data Teams.   

Methodology 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994), qualitative research has one major 

feature.  The researcher focuses on naturally occurring, ordinary events in a natural 

setting so the researcher has a strong handle on what occurs in real life.  The influences of 

the local context were not stripped away, but instead were taken into account.  Merriam 

(2002, p.4) describes qualitative research as: 

The key to understanding qualitative research lies with the idea that 
meaning is socially constructed by individuals in interaction with their 
world.  The world, or reality, is not the fixed, single, agreed upon, or 
measurable phenomenon that it is assumed to be in positivist, quantitative 
research.  Instead, there are multiple constructions and interpretations of 
reality that are in flux and that change over time.  Qualitative researchers 
are interested in understanding what those interpretations are at a 
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particular point in time and in a particular context.  Learning how 
individuals experience and interact with their social world, the meaning it 
has for them, is considered an interpretive qualitative approach. 

Qualitative research attempts to understand and make sense of phenomenon from 

a participant’s perspective (Merriam, 2002).  In order to make sense of the phenomenon, 

researchers conducting a qualitative study go through a process of collecting and 

organizing multiple forms of data and make meaning of their study.  The following steps 

in the qualitative research study process are noted by Merriam (2002, p.15):  

One must first shape a research problem that is appropriate for qualitative 
inquiry. Next, a purposeful sample is chosen from which data are 
collected.  The three primary sources of data are interview, observations, 
and documents.  As data are being collected, data analysis is ongoing and 
simultaneous.  There are a variety of data analysis strategies that can be 
employed, depending upon the type of qualitative study. Finally, it is 
important to present the findings of the study in a format appropriate for 
the audience.  It is only through the presentation and dissemination of the 
study’s findings that a contribution can be made to the knowledge base of 
the field and to practice. 

Qualitative research uses a naturalistic approach that seeks to understand 

phenomenon in context-specific settings, such as “real world setting where the researcher 

does not attempt to manipulate the phenomenon of interest” (Patton, 2001, p. 61).  

Strauss (2008, p. 43) states that “qualitative research allows researchers to get at the inner 

experience of participants, to determine how meanings are formed through and in culture, 

and to discover rather than set variables.” Those who employ the qualitative research 

method believe that “social phenomenon exist not only in the mind but also in the 

objective world—and that some lawful and reasonably stable relationships are to be 

found among them.” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.4). 
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Rationale 

 The primary purpose of this study was to determine how a campus principal 

implemented and sustained Data Teams on her campus.  Strauss (2008), states that the 

research question should dictate the methodological approach that is used to conduct the 

research.  In this study, the researcher examined the phenomenon in the natural school 

setting over a period of time and provided rich, thick descriptions that were vivid, nested 

in real context and had a ring of truth that had a strong impact on the reader (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994).  Patton (2002,) believes that “to fully understand the complexities of 

many situations, direct participation in observation of the phenomenon of interest may be 

the best research method.” (p.89).  In addition, one cannot understand human actions 

without understanding the meaning that participants attributed to those actions—their 

thoughts, feelings, beliefs, values, and assumptive worlds; the researcher, therefore, 

understood the deeper perspectives captured through face-to-face interaction (Marshall & 

Rossman, 1999).  In addition, Marshall and Rossman (1999), state that qualitative studies 

should be demonstrated for research that was exploratory or descriptive and stressed the 

importance of context, setting and the participants’ frames of reference.  Merriam (2002) 

identifies the most commonly used research designs or strategies when conducting a 

qualitative research study including: basic interpretive, phenomenology, grounded theory, 

case study, ethnography, narrative analysis, critical and postmodern-poststructural.  This 

research study employed two strategies: case study and grounded theory (discussed in the 

previous section).  
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Case Study 

 As a research strategy, the case study is used in many situations to contribute to 

our knowledge of individual, group, organizational, social, political and related 

phenomenon (Yin, 2003).  The case study is an extensive description and analysis of a 

phenomenon or social unit (Merriam, 2002).   By concentrating on a single phenomenon 

or entity, this approach sought to describe the phenomenon in depth.  The unit of 

analysis, not the topic of investigation, characterizes a case study.  Willis (2007, p238) 

proposes that case studies are:  

 Particularistic.  They focus on a particular context such as one person, a 

family, an office, a company, a classroom, or an apartment building. 

 Naturalistic.  Case studies are about real people and situations, and much 

of the data collection occurs in real environments. 

 Thick and descriptive data.  Sources of case study data include participant 

and nonparticipant observation, interviews, historical and narrative 

sources, writing such as journals and diaries, a variety of quantitative data 

sources including tests, and almost anything else you can imagine. 

 Inductive. For the most part, case studies rely on inductive reasoning. 

Generalizations, concepts, or hypotheses emerge from the examination of 

data-data grounded in the context itself. 

 Heuristic.  Case studies illuminate the reader’s understanding of the 

phenomenon under the study.  They can bring about the discovery of new 

meaning, extend the reader’s experience, or confirm what is known.  
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Willis (2007, p.240) also implies that both critical and interpretive researchers 

often use the case study method.  Case studies have several advantages: (1) they allow the 

ability to gather rich, detailed data in an authentic setting; (2) they are holistic, thus 

supporting the idea that much of what we can know about human behavior is best 

understood as lived experience in the social context; and (3) unlike experimental 

research, it can be done without predetermined hypotheses and goals.  Furthermore, the 

case study inquiry, (1) coped with the technically distinctive situation in which there will 

be many more variables of interest than data points, and as one result, relies; (2) relied on 

multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulation fashion, 

and as another result; and (3) benefited from the prior development of theoretical 

propositions to guide data collection and analysis. 

Grounded Theory 

Grounded Theory is a methodology that seeks to construct theory about issues of 

importance in peoples’ lives (Glaser, 1978).  The need to get out into the field to discover 

what is really going on; the relevance of theory, grounded in data, to the development of 

a discipline and as a basis for social action; the complexity and variability of phenomena 

and of human action; the belief that persons are actors who take an active role in 

responding to problematic situations; the realization that persons act on the basis of 

meaning; the understanding that meaning is defined and redefined through interaction; a 

sensitivity to the evolving and unfolding nature of events (process); and an awareness of 

the interrelationship among conditions (structures), and action (process), and 

consequences all were contributing factors to the development of this theory (Strauss & 
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Corbin, 1998).  Grounded Theory was created by a process of data collection that is often 

described as inductive in nature, in that the researcher had no preconceived ideas to prove 

or disprove (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  Rather, issues of importance to participants 

emerged from the stories they told about an area of interest in common with the 

researcher (Mills et al., 2006). The goal of this type of qualitative study was to derive 

inductively from the data a theory that was “grounded” in the data—hence, grounded 

theory. Data gathered for a grounded theory study were analyzed via the constant 

comparative method of data analysis, (Merriam, 2002, p. 8). In addition, the grounded 

theory consisted of categories, properties, and hypotheses that stated relationships among 

categories and properties. Unlike hypotheses in experimental studies, grounded theory 

hypotheses are tentative and suggestive rather than tested (Merriam, 2002). Theory 

derived from data is more likely to resemble the “reality” than is theory derived by 

putting together a series of concepts based on experience or solely through speculation 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1998).  However, grounded theory should not be used as a catch-all 

for inductive research, but as a tool for analyzing and making sense of raw data (Patton, 

2002). 

Rationale for Selection of Methodology 

Given the researcher’s interest in studying the leadership associated with the role 

of the principal in establishing Data Teams that resulted in student achievement, it was 

necessary for the researcher to study the phenomenon and the subjects involved in the 

natural setting as it was taking place.  Furthermore, the researcher sought to gain a deeper 

understanding of the phenomenon by collecting, analyzing and interpreting relevant data.  
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Through this process a theory was explained.  Therefore, a descriptive case study was 

utilized to gather the data needed to create a theory.  Furthermore, the researcher 

proceeded with no preconceived notion about the leadership skills principals employed 

while implementing and sustaining teacher Data Teams. Therefore, a qualitative 

methodology was the approach that provided the researcher the information needed for 

this study.  

School Site Selection Process 

Qualitative researchers usually work with small samples of people, nested in their 

context and studied in-depth (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  In addition Miles and 

Huberman (1994) add “…sampling is crucial for later analysis.” (p. 27).  Qualitative 

inquiry typically focused in depth on relatively small samples selected purposefully 

(Patton, 2002).  The logic and power of purposeful sampling lied in selecting 

information-rich cases for study in depth (p. 230).  Therefore, purposeful consideration 

was given when making the selection of the school site where the researcher collected the 

data needed for the research study.  The following purposive selection criteria were 

established: the selected site was to be a Texas middle school within a large urban district 

and the principal must have been at the campus for more than three years.  

Texas middle schools known to have implemented Data Teams and were rated 

Recognized or higher (Exemplary) by the Texas Education Agency (TEA) were 

examined.  Out of the 14 middle schools considered, seven had a rating of Recognized or 

higher.  Most of these middle schools were within the same district and all were in a large 

urban district.  
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The final criterion for the school site selection was the demographics of the 

student population.  More than 60 percent of the student population was on free or 

reduced lunch.  Five out of the 14 middle schools considered met this criterion.  

Of the five schools that met all the criteria, the decision to select the school for 

this data collection was due to the stability of the principal at the campus and the number 

of years Data Teams had been implemented.  Contact was made with the principal of the 

selected middle school to ensure full commitment and participation.  The name of the site 

for the study has been changed, in accordance with local district policy.  Washington 

Middle School served as the research site for the case study.  Washington Middle School 

was a comprehensive 7-8 middle school located in a Texas school district.  The district 

had a total enrollment of over 44,000 students, 82 percent of whom are economically 

disadvantaged.  Washington Middle School served approximately 1000 students in 

grades 7-8, 69 percent of whom were economically disadvantaged.  

Washington Middle School had a total of 57 teachers.  The campus administrative 

team consisted of the principal, two full-time assistant principals, one part-time 

administrator and two counselors.  The principal of the school confirmed that the 

structures for Data Teams were in place and that the teachers had been working in Data 

Teams for at least 3 years.  

At the conclusion of the 2010-11 school year, Washington Middle School was 

given a rating of Recognized by the Texas Education Agency.  The principal of this 

school had been in this position for seven years and is responsible for initiating Data 

Teams on this campus.  They worked with The Leadership and Learning Center for 
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training and on-going support.  The principal attributed their success on the state 

accountability tests to the Data Team process, despite some challenges, such as a high 

number of students living in poverty.  

As mentioned earlier, Washington Middle School was selected primarily due to 

the sustainability of Data Teams and the success they have had on the state accountability 

test.  The school was also selected because of the willingness of the principal to share 

how Data Teams were started and the steps she took to ensure their success. Other 

contributing factors for the selection of this school was the number of minority students, 

the high number of students considered economically disadvantaged, as well as the fact 

that the school was part of a large school district in an urban setting.   

Participant Selection Process 

The idea behind qualitative research is to purposefully select participants that best 

help the researcher understand the problem and the research question (Creswell, 2003).  

The key issue in selecting and making decisions about the appropriate unit of analysis 

was to decide what it was the researcher wanted to be able to say at the end of the study 

(Patton, 2002).  It was beyond the scope of this study to interview everyone involved in 

the Data Team process. Individuals were selected to participate in the individual 

interviews based on their roles and experience with Data Teams.  Therefore, a total of 11 

individuals were selected to be interviewed for this study.  Interview participants 

included the principal, one lead teacher and nine core content teachers. Each participant 

was required to have been part of a Data Team for at least two years.  If more than one 

teacher fit the criteria, a random selection was employed to select a teacher. 
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Table 3.2 provides a summary of the interview participant assignment, their 

number of years of experience, the number of years at Washington Middle School and 

the number of years as a member of a Data Team.  

Table 3.2 
 
  Teacher      Yrs at Washington MS               Subject Taught                  Grade 

1 Eight Texas History 7 
2 Six Language Arts 7 
3 Five Mathematics 7 
4 Nine Texas History 7 
5 Sixteen Science 7 
6 Six Texas History 7 
7 Seven Lead Teacher No Classes 
8 Three Dyslexia (Reading) 7-8 
9 Five Science(Dual Language) 7 
10 Four Mathematics 8 

 

Procedures and Data Collection 

Qualitative researchers typically rely on four methods for gathering information: 

(1) participation in the setting; (2) direct observation; (3) in-depth interviewing; and (4) 

analyzing documents and material culture (Marshall & Rossman, 1999). Therefore, the 

researcher implemented a case study strategy as the primary methodology for collecting 

data.  The goal of the study was to determine the leadership role employed by the campus 

principal when implementing and sustaining teacher Data Teams.  Predetermined 

subjects were selected for the interviews that were conducted during the data collection 

process.  Consequently, participants who have been involved in Data Teams were 

included for interviews.  In addition, specific documents were collected and analyzed.  

Finally, observations of Data Teams in process were documented.   Permission to 
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conduct the study was obtained from the local school district and from the school 

principal.  Consequently, an IRB was obtained prior to data collection.  

Because the phenomenon was observed as it was happening, two Data Team 

meetings observations were conducted on site.  In addition, two on site interviews were 

conducted with the principal and the lead teacher.  The remainder of the participants were 

interviewed by telephone.  Lastly, important documents were collected, analyzed and 

reported in the findings.  These documents included curriculum pacing guides, 

assessments, data collection documents, data displays, teacher planning schedule, 

common formative assessments, monitoring documents, Data Team schedule, student 

intervention documents, AEIS reports and school accountability reports.  A complete list 

of documents is in the appendix. 

Interviews:  One of the most important sources of case study information is the 

interview (Yin, 2003).  Qualitative in-depth interviews are much more like conversations 

than formal events with predetermined response categories and can yield a large amount 

of data quickly (Marshall and Rossman, 1999).  Hence, knowledge was created in the 

points of view of the interviewer and the interviewee.  Therefore, a semi-structured 

interview process was employed when conducting the interviews with specific questions 

and themes.  However, there was openness to changes of sequence and forms of 

questions in order to follow up the answers given and the stories told by the subjects 

(p.124).  Throughout the interview process, the researcher, (1) followed his own line of 

inquiry, as reflected in the study protocol; and (2) asked questions in an unbiased manner 

that served the needs of the line of inquiry (Yin, 2003).  
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Observations: To fully understand the complexities of many situations, direct 

participation in and observation of the phenomenon of interest were the best research 

method.  The purpose of observational analysis was to take the reader into the setting that 

was observed (Patton, 2002, p. 23).  In addition, observation entailed the systematic 

noting and recoding of events, behaviors, and artifacts (objects) in the social setting 

chosen for study (Yin, 2003).  Direct observations were utilized as a method for 

collecting research data.  Over the course of this study, the researcher observed and 

recorded two Data Team meetings and gathered information on the role of the principal 

in promoting this process.  

Document Review:  For case studies, the most important use of documents was to 

corroborate and augment evidence from other sources.  In addition, (Yin, 2003, p.87) 

adds, “documents play an explicit role in any data collection in doing case studies.  The 

collection of documents served as the final method of data collection in this study.  

Artifacts that were collected included Data Team protocols, minutes from Data Team 

meetings, assessment calendar, campus improvement plan, student data collection and 

analysis tools utilized by members of Data Teams, data displays, and accountability 

information on the Texas Education Agency.” 

Data Analysis 

In qualitative research, data analysis was simultaneous with data collection.  The 

researcher began analyzing data with the first interview, the first observation and the first 

document accessed in the study.  Simultaneous data collection and analysis allowed the 

researcher to make adjustments along the way.  Coding was a significant part of 
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analyzing the data collected as themes arose (Merriam, 2002).  Yin (2003) adds, “data 

analysis consists of examining, categorizing, tabulating, testing, or otherwise 

recombining both quantitative and qualitative evidence to address the initial propositions 

of a study.” (p, 109).   The process of data analysis involved making sense out of text and 

image data.  It involved preparing the data for analysis, conducting different analyses, 

moving deeper into understanding the data, representing the data, and making an 

interpretation of the larger meaning of the data (Cresswell, 2003).  This study required a 

specific type of qualitative approach while analyzing the data since the researcher was 

using Grounded Theory.  This involved generating categories of information (open 

coding), selecting one of the categories and positioning it within a theoretical model 

(axial coding) and then explicating a story from the interconnection of these categories 

(selective coding). 

The researcher employed the following steps as he began to analyze the data 

gathered.  First, he organized and prepared the data for analysis.  This involved 

transcribing interviews, optically scanning material, typing up field notes, and/or sorting 

and arranging data into different types depending on the type of information.  Second, he 

read through all the data. By doing this he developed a general sense of the information 

and reflected on its overall meaning.  Third, he began detailed analysis with a coding 

process.  It involved taking text data or documents, segmenting sentences or paragraphs, 

images into categories, and labeling those categories with a term.  Strauss and Corbin 

(1998) refer to this process as microanalysis.  Microanalysis was the detailed line-by-line 

analysis necessary at the beginning of a study which generated initial categories (with 
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their properties and dimensions) and suggested relationships among categories; a 

combination of open and axial coding (p. 57).  In addition to open and axial coding, 

selective coding was also utilized when analyzing the data.  

Open Coding 

 Qualitative research depended heavily on ongoing analysis, and coding was a 

good device for supporting that analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  The analytic 

process through which concepts were identified and their properties and dimensions were 

discovered is known as open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  During open coding, data 

are broken down into discrete parts, closely examined, and compared for similarities and 

differences (p. 102).  Prior to collecting data from the field, the researcher created a start- 

list of codes based on the research questions.  The researcher examined the data line- by- 

line (interviews, observation notes and documents) and created a name based on the 

properties of the data and the category it best fits.  As the researcher continued with his 

analysis, as he came across another object, event, act or happening that identified through 

comparative analysis as sharing some common characteristics with an object or a 

happening, he then gave it the same name and place it into the same code.  The researcher 

transcribed and coded each interview before conducting the next interview.  He did the 

same for documents collected in the first visit as well as the notes created during 

observations.  Trying to do the coding all at one time tempted the researcher to get 

sloppy, resentful, tire and partial.  Once all data was named and coded, the researcher 

grouped similar data under a more abstract higher order concept, based on its ability to 
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explain what was going on (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  This process allowed the 

researcher to explain and predict easier.  

Axial Coding 

 Axial coding is the process of relating categories to their subcategories, termed 

“axial” because coding occurs around the axis of a category, linking categories at the 

level of properties and dimensions (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  The purpose of axial 

coding was to begin the process of reassembling data that were fractured during open 

coding.  Therefore, the researcher began to analyze the data already coded and began to 

create more precise and complete explanations about phenomenon.  In addition, the 

researcher began to look for repeated patterns of happenings, events and interactions 

representing what people did and/or said in response to the inquiry of study. 

Selective Coding 

 As previously mentioned, in open coding the analyst was concerned with 

generating categories and their properties and then sought to determine how categories 

vary dimensionally. Through axial coding, categories were systemically developed and 

linked with subcategories.  Finally, the major categories were integrated to form a larger 

theoretical scheme in which the research findings took the form of theory (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998).  In this final stage of analysis, the researcher began to establish central 

themes supported by subcategories that were used to tell the story revealed by the data.  

Technology Usage 

 This research study utilized two technology devices.  First, a digital recorder 

allowed the researcher to electronically record interviews and field notes that were later 
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transcribe.  Second, the researcher secured a professional transcriber who completed the 

work prior to conducting subsequent interviews.  The researcher listened to the 

interviews at least three times, once during the initial interview, again before giving the 

recording to the transcriber and lastly to check for accuracy once the transcription was 

completed.  

  ATLAS.ti7, a qualitative data analysis software, was also used for this study.  

This software allowed the researcher to code and annotate findings/data in an effort to 

evaluate their importance and to visualize the relationship between them.  ATLAS.ti7 

enhanced the research by the ease of coding, re-coding and reporting.  

Reliability and Validity 

 Patton (2001), states that validity and reliability are two factors which any 

qualitative researcher should be concerned about while designing a study, analyzing 

results and judging the quality of the study.  Reliability and validity had traditionally 

been most closely associated with the evaluation and testing of quantitative studies 

(Golafshani, 2003).  The underlying issue as it related to the reliability of this research 

study lied in whether the process of the study was consistent.  The extent to which results 

were consistent over time and an accurate representation of the population under study is 

referred to as reliability.  If the results of a study could be reproduced under a similar 

methodology, then the research instrument was considered reliable.  On the other hand, 

validity determined whether the research truly measured that which was intended to be 

measure and/or how truthful the research results were.  The steps taken to increase the 

reliability and validity of this study are outlined below.  
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 Miles and Huberman (1994, p.124), suggest the following questions be 

considered that will ensure reliability: 

(1)  Are the research questions clear, and are the feature of the study design 

congruent with them?  

(2)  Is the researcher’s role and status within the site explicitly described?  

(3)  Do findings show meaningful parallelism across data sources?  

(4)  Are basic paradigms and analytic constructs clearly specified? (Reliability 

depends, in part, on its connectedness to theory.)  

(5)  Were data collected across a full range of appropriate settings, times, 

respondents and so on suggested by the research questions?  

(6)  Were coding checks made, and did they show adequate agreement?  

(7)  Were data quality checks made (e.g. for bias, deceit, informant knowledge 

ability)?  

 Validity is seen as a strength of qualitative research, but it was used to suggest 

whether the findings were accurate from the standpoint of the researcher, the participant 

or the readers of an account (Cresswell & Miller, 2000).  Several threats to validity can 

raise potential issues about a researcher’s ability to conclude findings, therefore, the 

researchers needed to identify threats to the study and relate them to the type of design 

proposed for the study (Creswell, 2003).  To ensure accuracy of the findings, the 

researcher employed the following recommendations from Cresswell (2003): (1) 

triangulation; (2) member-checking; (3) researcher bias; and (4) multiple observations. 
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Triangulation 

 Mile and Huberman (1994), suggest that triangulation is a method of confirming 

findings by using different data sources.  Because the researcher utilized different sources 

of data, he triangulated these data sources of information by examining evidence from the 

sources and using it to build a coherent justification for themes (Cresswell, 2003).  It was 

in data analysis, that the strategy of triangulation really paid off, not only in providing 

diverse ways of looking at the same phenomenon, but also in adding to credibility by 

strengthening confidence in whatever conclusions were drawn (Patton, 2002).  Patton 

(2002) adds, “By triangulating with multiple data sources, observers, methods, and/or 

theories, researchers can make substantial strides in overcoming skepticism that greets 

singular methods, lone analysts, and single-perspective interpretations.”  To achieve data 

triangulation, information will be collected by means of observations, interviews, and the 

collection of important and relevant documents. 

Member Checking 

 Member checking was used to determine the accuracy of the qualitative findings 

through taking the final report or specific descriptions or themes back to participants and 

determining whether these participants felt that they were accurate (Cresswell, 2003).  To 

accomplish this, the researcher emailed each participant a copy of the transcription.  The 

researcher met with each participant to answer any follow up questions. Finally, the 

researcher allowed at least two participants to review the findings and conclusions of the 

study (the last two chapters) and provide recommendations for the final version.  
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Researcher Role 

 The researcher is an experienced principal with knowledge on how to use student 

data to improve instructional practices.  Further, the researcher attended the Data Team 

training offered by The Leadership and Learning Center as well as the Decision Making 

for Results training.  In addition to these trainings, the researcher also attended the 

Common Formative Assessment training.  However, the researcher has limited 

experience with implementing teacher Data Teams.  The researcher attempted to analyze 

and report findings without any bias he brought to the study by assuming the role of 

researcher instead of practitioner.  According to Cresswell (2003), this self-reflection 

creates an open and honest narrative that will resonate well with readers. 

Multiple Observations 

 This research study occurred over the course of five months.  Three full day site 

visits were made to the middle school.  Data Team meetings were observed along with 

instructional meetings with the campus leadership team.  These multiple observations 

verified and strengthened the conclusions that were drawn from the data collected.  

Transferability 

 Bassey (1981), proposes that, if practitioners believed their situations to be similar 

to that described in a study, they may relate the findings to their own situation.  However, 

it was the responsibility of the investigator to have ensured sufficient contextual 

information about the fieldwork sites was provided in order to enable the reader to make 

such transfers (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The researcher provided a rich description of the 

phenomenon being studied that allowed readers to compare findings to their situation.  
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Conformability 

 The concept of conformability is the qualitative investigator’s comparable 

concern to objectivity (Shenton, 2004).  Miles and Huberman (1994), consider that a key 

criterion for conformability was the extent to which the researcher admitted his or her 

own predispositions.  The researcher was an educator in Texas for 20 years in the 

following capacities: elementary teacher, middle school assistant principal and middle 

school principal.  The roles served by the researcher and his background knowledge of 

Data Teams may have influenced the findings, however, there have been no prior 

connection with the principal or the teachers of the site selected for study.  

Chapter Summary 

This study addresses four primary research questions which encompassed the role 

the principal employed when implementing teacher Data Teams.  A qualitative approach 

with a case study research method was used to gather data to describe campus leadership 

that supported the implementation and sustainability of teacher Data Teams.  The key to 

understanding qualitative research lied within the idea that meaning was socially 

constructed by individuals in interaction with their world.  Qualitative researchers are 

interested in understanding what those interpretations are at a particular point in time and 

in a particular context (Merriam, 2002).  Learning how individuals experienced and 

interacted with their social world and the meaning it had for them were considered an 

interpretive qualitative approach. A case study methodology was the most appropriate 

because the subjects and the phenomenon being studied could not be removed from their 

setting.  The researcher, therefore, studied the phenomenon in its natural setting as it took 
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place.  In addition, the researcher collected data from interviews, observations and 

documents to better gain understanding.   
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Chapter 4:  Results 
 

I know I have to lead by example and be in touch with people constantly, 
not only on a professional level but on a personal level as well.  When you 
have a personal connection with people there’s a bond that allows you to 
really gain leverage and move forward quickly. 
      
    Principal from Washington Middle School, 2013 

 
The scope and nature of data available to educators is growing at an increasing 

rate (Mandinach and Gummer, 2013).  Parallel to this growth in data use is the awareness 

that all educators must understand how to use evidence to inform their decisions (p.30).  

Often educators in more challenging schools get caught up in practices that do not 

affectively enhance their teaching and learning (Knapp, Copland, Honig, Pleck and 

Portin, 2010)   

In a study conducted by Wayman and Moll (2009), they found that the leadership 

in high-achieving Title 1 schools is more invested in data than their counterparts in 

unsuccessful Title 1 schools. In addition, formal structures were also more common in 

these schools.  However, the specific role of the principal in data use was not addressed.  

Therefore, the purpose of this single case study was to uncover the role of a middle 

school principal in the implementation and sustainability of teacher Data Teams on a 

campus.   

The four primary research questions that guided the study were:   

(1)   What is the role of the principal in implementing successful Data Teams?   

(2)   What campus structures foster the Data Team process?   
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(3)   What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the effectiveness of Data 

Teams?  

(4)   What practices contribute to the sustainability of Data Teams? 

This chapter describes the findings from observations, documents and interviews 

of nine core-content teachers, one lead teacher and the principal on their experiences 

during the implementation process of Data Teams.  A case overview is provided, and the 

findings for each research question are discussed.   

Case Study Overview 

All Washington Middle School Students will become accomplished problem-
solvers, motivated team players, and lifelong learners who pursue excellence. 
 
     Washington Middle School Vision Statement 

School Site Profile   

The school site (Washington Middle School) where the data was collected met the 

criteria established for this case study.   Washington Middle School is one of 11 middle 

schools in the district.  It serves approximately 1,000 seventh and eighth grade students.  

In addition, Washington Middle School was rated as Recognized by the state in 2010-11 

based on their results on the Texas Academic Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) state 

assessments.  Table 4.1 provides the breakdown of how students at Washington Middle 

School performed on TAKS in 2011. 
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Table 4.1 

2011 (TAKS) All Students Hispanic White Econ Disadv 

Reading/ELA 94% 93% 95% 92% 

Mathematics 90% 89% 91% 89% 

Writing 94% 94% ** 94% 

Social Studies 95% 94% ** 94% 

Science 81% 81% ** 78% 

 

 The principal has been at this campus for seven years.  The lead teacher has 

administrative duties that include monitoring the Data Team progress and providing 

support for teachers. The lead teacher does not have any classes assigned to her therefore 

her schedule was flexible. The Data Teams have been implemented at this campus for 

three years and all core-content teachers are a part of a Data Team.  The makeup of the 

students consisted of 89 percent Hispanic, 7 percent White, 3 percent African American 

and 70 percent economically disadvantaged. Washington Middle School has a mobility 

rate of approximately fourteen percent and close to thirty percent at-risk students. 

Washington Middle School has a dual language program.  Students in this program elect 

to participate in the dual language program in elementary and continue this program 

through middle school and into high school.  In addition, most special education students 

are included in the general setting.  The students at Washington Middle School have 

several opportunities to engage in extra-curricular activities such as cheerleading, 

National Junior Honor Society, yearbook, UIL, and Science Fair. The administrative 
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team consists of one principal, two assistant principals, and two counselors. There are a 

total of 57 teachers at Washington Middle School.  Almost 80 percent of the teachers are 

Hispanic while a little over 18 percent are Caucasian.  Teachers’ years of experience vary 

from 34 percent of the teachers having one to five years’ experience to 32 percent with 

six to 10 years’ experience. There were over 20 percent of teachers with more than 10 

years’ experience.  According to the principal and some of the teachers interviewed, there 

is little turnover and several teachers in the district want to transfer to this campus 

because of its highly regarded reputation.  The atmosphere of Washington Middle School 

was calm and orderly and the campus staff was friendly and helpful.  

  The following sections describe the findings in addressing the context of each 

research question.  The findings are organized by major emerging themes which are 

explained and supported by participant’s perceptions.  

Research Question 1:  What is the Role of the Principal in Implementing Successful 
Data Teams?   
 
 The findings the researcher unveiled from the data support the research.  The 

principal was credited for bringing Data Teams to the campus by every teacher 

interviewed.  Her role was perceived to be that of a supporter and facilitator.  The 

principal and teachers express in detail the ways in which the leadership role the principal 

enacts as the way the implementation process unfolds and plays in the process. The main 

leadership practices that emerged from the case study supporting the principal’s role 

were: (1) communicating a vision for Data Teams; (2) providing job-embedded 
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professional development throughout the process; and (3) offering differentiated support 

for teachers to engage in the Data Team process. 

 Communicating a Vision for Data Teams.  The concept of Data Teams was 

initially introduced at the district level to all principals.  According to the principal of 

Washington Middle School, she is the only principal in the district who, at that time, 

decided to implement this process on her campus. The principal explains that what she 

thought initially about the process and how Data Teams could benefit the teachers and 

ultimately the students at her campus is that, 

All principals were given the opportunity to participate.  Some 
participated and some did nothing.  We were the only school in our district 
that participated, like participated in that we needed to be doing this.  I 
could see the benefits. I think it was tailored beautifully for us because 
we’re a strong campus.  In order to do Data Team work you have to be 
able to have people that can collaborate, and be honest about the work 
they’re doing and what we’re looking at and why we’re looking at it.  We 
knew we were at the peak of what we were doing with PLC’s but we 
needed to get deeper with our discussions about teaching and learning and 
also streamline our work from content to content.  [It was important] that 
we weren’t working in isolation. 

 
In describing how the principal communicates her vision and influences others to 

accept her vision for Data Teams the principal identified a select group of teachers who 

comprise the Data Team Committee and who participate in the initial training provided 

by the Leadership and Learning Center.  The principal starts with a core group of teachers 

who she believes would best influence others to carry out her vision in Data Teams. 

According to the lead teacher, the selection of these people is by interest.  She states, 

“We did open it up to departments and we said two people from each department could 

go and they were able to give recommendations to the principal.  Most hit the nail on the 
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head with who should be there and in a few instances [the principal], did have to go back 

and have conversations and choose somebody else based on interest.”   The initial team 

of teachers participated in the Data Team process training and they brought it back to 

their respective departments.   

The teachers interviewed stated that the principal scheduled several meetings with 

the Campus Improvement Committee to discuss Data Teams and how it would be 

implemented.  One teacher described how the principal motivates and creates ‘buy-in” 

from the faculty. She stated, “Normally what she always does when she wants to 

implement anything new is essentially she works with a committee that we have and 

she’ll present something.  That committee includes department leaders and team leaders 

and she’ll present it to us.  We’ll discuss it and kind of work out the kinks.  Then we 

decide what we need to do in order to get the campus to believe in it.  She’ll have people 

come in and present to us and then after that we will take the information and present it to 

our teams or to our departments and then she’ll present the pros and the cons.  She does 

allow us to talk about the cons of the situation but how it’s going to benefit later as well.”  

Another teacher acknowledges that when she first learned about Data Teams it seemed 

overwhelming but as the process unfolded she could see the benefits. She states, “I think 

initially when she presented it to us, I thought wow, it’s going to be a lot of work, and it 

is, it can be cumbersome sometimes but when we see the results, we’re like wow, they 

grew this much or this was the increase.  So I think that’s how she motivated us to get 

into the program or to start the Data Team process.”  
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Even though the Data Team process creates more work for teachers, teachers 

engaged in the work after the principal strategically communicates what Data Teams 

mean, the work involved and the positive outcomes that the faculty will achieve.  The 

role of communicator the principal plays initially when sharing her vision for Data Teams 

to her faculty proves to be critical to the success of school wide implementation. The 

perception of how the principal introduces and leads implementation is also supported by 

meeting agendas.  These agendas clearly illustrate when and how often Data Teams are 

positively discussed by different groups on the campus.  

 Providing Embedded Professional Development.   Providing job-embedded 

professional development throughout the implementation process equip teachers with the 

knowledge needed to engage in the Data Team process.  The principal realizes that the 

Data Team process was not easy and demands a lot of work from teachers, therefore, she 

ensures they have sufficient professional development opportunities in order to fully train 

the entire faculty in the Data Team process.  She arranges for trainers from the 

Leadership and Learning Center to conduct two-day training with the faculty at their 

campus.  The principal reported that initially teachers felt overwhelmed after the Data 

Team training because of the amount of information they had to process.  Teachers 

interviewed consistently mentioned the professional development provided to them as 

one of the primary reasons for the success of Data Teams.  One teacher stated “…we had 

multiple meetings and trainings to help prepare us and help us understand the entire 

process and purpose of the process. This process is a big process and so coming in, you 

know, a lot of us felt very overwhelmed with it and [the principal] just made sure that we 
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had plenty of time and we had plenty of people we can go to for any questions, any 

concerns we might have…”  In addition to this training, the initial Data Team Committee 

members have already attended training in the Data Team process. One teacher stated, “I 

was one of the people that went to Arizona to the 90/90/90 Summit where we got a better 

understanding of the whole process and then we were able to come back and train the 

staff…we got a much clearer understanding of what to do and then we were able to be the 

ones that presented it to our colleagues.”  The 90/90/90 Summit is a conference 

conducted by the Leadership and Learning Center each year around the country.  It is a 

two-day training that takes participant from the research conducted on the Data Team 

process to implementation.  Furthermore, the principal also encouraged Data Teams to 

attend trainings together to allow them the opportunity to better understand the process 

with members of their own department.   One teacher stated, “We got the training. 

Personally, I’ve had three trainings, one with my entire faculty and two with my 

department to help understand all the steps and what it is that I need to be doing.”   Other 

teachers comment that they had engaged in the professional development needed in order 

to understand and engage in the Data Teams process.  According to the principal they do 

a lot of work in terms of professional development with common formative assessments 

and common formative assessments for English Language Learners before they do 

school-wide Data Team process training.  The principal and teachers commented that 

they felt they had sufficient and relevant professional development before, during and 

after the implementation process.   Professional development is critical, according to the 

respondents, particularly when they first implemented Data Teams at Washington Middle 
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School.  In addition, the agenda from the two-day training the faculty received confirmed 

the detailed work and the amount of work required for the Data Teams process to be 

implemented successfully on a campus.  For instance, day one consisted of: 

Data Team Introduction 
 Definitions, overview, goals and objectives 

Building the Foundation 
 Standards and assessments in the Data Teams process 
 Data-cause and effect 

 Data Team Meeting  
 Data Team meeting cycle 
 The Data Teams meeting-simulation 

Implementation and Sustainability 
 Leadership  
 Structure 
 Organization 
 Communication 

Implementation and Sustainability 
 Building Foundation 
 The Decision Making for Results Process and Application 
 Inquiry and Treasure Hunt 
 Analyze and Prioritize 
 Goals 
 The Decision Making for Results Process and Application  
 Strategies 
 Results Indicators 
 Monitoring 
 Action Plans 
 
 The content of the two-day training appears to be ambitious but overwhelmingly 

supportive in enhancing teacher capacity to implement Data Teams. 

This process is a big process and so coming in, you know, a lot of us felt 
very overwhelmed with it and she (principal) just made sure that we had 
plenty of time and we had plenty of people we can go to for any questions, 
any concerns we might have… 

         
        Teacher, 2013 
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 Offering Differentiated Support throughout the Implementation Process.  The 

individualized support the principal provides throughout the process of implementation of 

Data Teams is another way that several teachers identify as being important and helpful. 

Teachers interviewed stated that they felt very well supported by the principal during the 

Data Team implementation process. One teacher stated, “The principal basically provided 

us with the tools that we need in order to get there…”  In addition to professional 

development, as stated earlier, the principal’s flexibility in regards to the process of 

implementation was stated by several teachers as helpful and important.  They appreciate 

that the principal allows them to change forms or processes when needed in order to fit 

the needs of the campus.  According to the principal, she allows them to change some of 

the forms and how they analyze assessments to fit the needs specific to Washington 

Middle School.  The principal stated, “I’m all about fidelity, but I can modify a form that 

can get the same work done but doesn’t have to be so complex.”  Another example of 

how teachers at Washington Middle School are supported by the principal, according to 

the data, is how they were able to change the process to meet their needs in subjects 

where students did not have any background knowledge such as social studies and 

science.  One social studies teacher observed, “We noticed our pre-assessments were 

always just horrendous, absolutely horrendous, and when it comes to history, chances are 

[the students] have little prior knowledge…The data wasn’t helping us that much. We 

decided to pre-teach some of the content first.  We taught one or two sections of the 

material and then we gave the pre-assessment…”  Teachers also stated that the structures 

the principal created, such as the Data Team Committee, as stated earlier, and time for 
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meeting during the day was helpful.  The principal stated that providing support has 

facilitated the relationship she has with her teachers and made it stronger.  She 

commented, “We have strong trust between each other and believe that even though it 

looks scary, even though it looks hard, you’re going to be supported.  We’re going to be 

there for you, and if work needs to be done, I’m not afraid to do the work right alongside 

with you.”  The data reveals that the principal of Washington Middle School provides the 

support necessary for successful implementation and sustainability of Data Teams on her 

campus.  The flexible support provided by the principal is confirmed by how the original 

form by The Leadership and Learning Center was changed.  Teachers at Washington 

Middle School use a form created to meet the needs of the campus.  Teachers’ 

perceptions support the principal’s flexibility in allowing them to change what they need 

in order to make the process work for them. The campus version is more simplistic and, 

therefore, teachers have less duties to be completed.  Columns were deleted when 

teachers recommended they did not need them in order to complete the process of 

analyzing student assessments data.  During the interview the principal indicated that the 

process had to work for them and therefore she allows teachers to make alterations, if 

needed, with approval.  A sample of the two documents is included in the appendix. 

Research Question 2: What Campus Structures Foster the Data Team Process? 

It is evident from the data that certain campus structures contribute to the 

implementation of Data Teams.  Some of the structures that are revealed include:  (1) 

structured time during the day for teachers to meet; (2) structured Data Team meetings; 

and (3) a student data management system and structured assessments. 
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 Structured Time to Establish Data Team Meetings.  The principal and teachers 

expressed a lack of time as the number one factor that impedes the process of 

collaboration and data analysis.  However, revealed in the data was that the principal 

ensures there is time during the school day for teachers to meet and be able to complete 

the Data Team process.  The principal expressed that time was one barrier that was 

important to solve if Data Teams was to succeed on her campus. She commented, “We 

never have enough time.  We’re always behind it seems…”  One of the teachers stated, “I 

think the biggest barrier for us was not having the department time to really look if we’re 

doing the five-step process in our Data Teams.”  A teacher replied, “We worked on 

changing the schedule last year.  Time was allotted during the day.  So instead of us 

having to stay after school and work really late, [the principal] was able to manipulate the 

schedule so that our Data Team department time was actually implemented within our 

school day…”  The principal of Washington Middle School recognizes the importance 

and impact time has on the work associated with Data Teams.  Therefore, she helped 

create a master schedule that allows time for teachers to meet during the day several 

times a week.  Each core-content department has a common planning period each day for 

Data Team meeting time.  According to the teachers interviewed, Data Teams meet at 

least two times a week sometime three depending on how much work they have to 

complete on the Data Team process.  One teacher stated, “This week we’ve met three 

times already and we’re meeting again to finish up data information because we just 

finished an assessment last week…”  Further, the data reveals that each meeting is 

focused on the five steps of the Data Team process. It is evident from the data gathered 
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during interviews that teachers believe that having a set time for Data Team meetings is 

critical in continuing Data Team work.  The department conference planning document 

also reveals that teachers’ core-content subjects are scheduled to meet at least twice a 

week as a Data Team.  The document shows that teachers are “off” by department, which 

allows them time to get through the Data Team process.  Teachers stated that there are 

weeks when they have to meet more than the expected two times a week due to the 

amount of work needed to be completed.  The individual teacher schedules support the 

time allotted for Data Teams to meet during the day.  

 Structured Data Team Meetings.  The principal of Washington Middle School has 

several meetings throughout the week that allow teachers time to work and discuss 

important issues and initiatives.  Prior to the Data Team meetings, teachers commented 

that meetings were not very productive.  Teachers reported that because the meetings are 

much more structured than before the Data Team initiative, there are less side 

conversations that had little or nothing to do with teaching and learning.  The structure 

that the Data Teams provides has been embraced by several of the teachers interviewed.  

One teacher stated, “Each time we meet we bring our own spreadsheet of our data from 

our individual classes as well as a whole.  We have to bring our five-step process 

worksheet, we have to bring our calendar, samples of our student work and any ideas of 

strategies and interventions that we’ve known have worked in the past that we use to 

intervene and provide remediation for those students that did not meet proficiency.”  The 

training The Leadership and Learning Center provides in regards to the structure of Data 

Team meetings has allowed teachers to have a focus each time they meet.  During a 
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pre-instruction or post-instruction Data Team meeting, team members follow a five-step 

process that they learned from their training which guarantees they will take specific 

actions to address “real–time” learning needs of their students based on the assessment 

results.  The work teachers complete outside the Data Team meetings is as important as 

the work done during the Data Team meeting because it affects the progress of each Data 

Team meeting.  Each member of the Data Team has a specific role which was assigned to 

them that allows meetings to function more efficiently and effectively.  However, some 

teachers switch roles with others on their team to better fit their needs and strengths. 

Teachers also stated that interventions for specific students that did not meet proficiency 

were discussed, and strategies for addressing their needs were agreed upon during the 

meetings.  One teacher commented, “When we were filling out our spreadsheet for the 

Data Team, we break down our data by our Special Ed. or nine Ells, so we’re looking 

specifically at their TEKS to see where they’re struggling the most so we can either work 

hand in hand with the inclusion people to help support us or when we’ve pulled them in 

for tutoring, we can put them in small group and work with them on their particular 

concept that they’re struggling with.”   

The data reveals that teachers feel that Data Team meetings are more focused and 

more productive. While teachers report that they appreciated more focused meetings, 

some did say that at times there were several meetings throughout the week that affected 

the work needed to be done in Data Teams.  One teacher commented, “We have so many 

meetings during the week, we have back to back meetings…On Monday is a department 

meeting, the next Monday is grade level and the following is another department 
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meeting.  These are in addition to the Data Team meetings we have on Tuesday and 

Wednesday.  We’ve got all that time we spend in meetings when we could be doing 

data.”   Some of these meetings include Campus Improvement Committee meetings, 

faculty meetings, Data Team committee meetings, department meetings and grade level 

meetings.  The five-step process document that was analyzed, supported the structure of 

the meetings.  Each of the five steps keeps the meetings focused on the Data Team 

process.  Teachers use this document each time they meet for each pre and post 

assessment.  The Data Team meeting observed confirmed that teachers complete some 

work before the meetings.  Teachers walk into the meeting prepared.  They bring in 

student work to analyze; every teacher has a binder with the forms needed for the Data 

Team meeting and they have the data they need to analyze.  Teachers quickly started 

talking about their student’s strengths and weaknesses based on the student work they 

had analyzed prior to the meeting.  Some brought in samples of student work and pointed 

to the problems they missed as they talked about their results. They moved through the 

process efficiently allowing each other to present their findings.  When asked what 

needed to be accomplished at this particular meeting one teacher stated, “Today we have 

to agree to one strategy to get us to the 85 percent goal.”   

 Installation of Student Data System.  Perhaps the most useful structure in place 

that help teachers save time collecting data in preparation for the Data Team meeting is 

the use of the district’s student data management system called Eduphoria Aware.  

Eduphoria Aware is the program teachers at Washington Middle School use when 

scanning assessments and collecting student data for their Data Team meetings.  This 
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student data management system is a data analysis tool that allows a teacher to analyze 

summative and formative assessment data by creating reports once the assessments have 

been scanned.  According to the teachers interviewed, this data system has many uses.  

However, they were still getting familiar with some of the reports Aware can produce.  

One of them stated, “I feel like we just scratched the surface of what we can actually do 

with it and I’m trying to figure out more and more stuff every single day…We can 

pinpoint what student objectives are lowest, which ones are highest, you can break it 

down by classrooms, you can break it down by indicators for each student, and what 

questions they missed the most…”  The principal also added, “...with Aware we are able 

to really pinpoint [issues]… We know kids, not just by grades, but true across the board 

on common assessments.”  Most teachers commented that Eduphoria Aware has allowed 

them to save time when collecting the data and plays a critical role in the Data Team 

process.  Eduphoria Aware allows teachers to obtain timely reports necessary for student 

feedback on common formative assessments.  By getting these reports in a timely 

fashion, teachers can make the adjustments necessary for instruction and better meet the 

needs of their students.  While most teachers seem unfamiliar with the all the capabilities 

of Eduphoria Aware, the principal has attempted to solve the problem by assigning the 

campus technologist the role of helping teachers scan the assessments and provide them 

with the reports so that they can  analyze student data during Data Team meeting.  While 

observing, the researcher noted that during the Data Team meeting the facilitator 

provides teachers with the data they use to analyze their students strengths and 

weaknesses.  Through the use of Eduphoria Aware, the facilitator has disaggregated each 
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teacher’s pre-assessment data.  The data shows teachers the percentage of students at the 

proficiency level.  The facilitator, who is also the department chair, stated that Aware 

allowes them to focus more time on analyzing the data because the data is easy to collect.   

 System of Structured Assessments.  The main purpose of Data Teams is to analyze 

student data from common formative assessments (CFA) and to create a plan of action to 

address the results.  Therefore, the assessments are a critical part of the Data Team 

process.  At Washington Middle School, CFA’s are created by units which are 

approximately three weeks of instruction.  Students take a pre-assessment on content that 

will be taught and a post-assessment on the same content after instruction has taken 

place.   Most of the assessments are created by campus teachers.  Each assessment is 

usually less than twenty questions, depending on the amount of content being covered in 

the unit.  Several teachers are trained in creating common formative assessments (CFAs) 

for general and English Language Learners (ELLs).  Analyzing CFAs is part of the Data 

Team process and teachers rely on the results of these assessments to create interventions 

for their students.  Any student who performs below an 85 percent will go into an 

intervention group.  Teachers decided that any student who achieves 100 percent passing 

will not be required to take the post-assessment.  Teachers report that students now try 

harder on the pre-assessment because of this incentive.  The social studies teachers 

interviewed report that when they initially administered the CFAs to their students they 

did not do very well.  Another teacher stated, “We gave the CFA just to see how they 

would do on it and that was a total crash and burn, so we decided not to do that anymore 

because it demoralized the students.”  The teachers in the social studies department 
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decided to do pre-teaching prior to administering the CFA.  By modifying the process, 

teachers were able to better analyze the data and take the appropriate steps to ensure 

students were successful.  The principal added, “They’ve given the pre-assessment and 

the results were dismal, so that meant every student was in the intervention group.  You 

could almost predict that.  So we’ve had to leverage some areas and now we are refining, 

refining, refining.”  The principal points out the importance in allowing teachers to adjust 

and refine as they go along.  The social studies teachers interviewed express frustration 

with the process initially but were relieved when the principal agreed to allow pre-

teaching before administering the pre-assessment.  The two CFAs analyzed by the 

researcher confirm what the teachers and principal stated about assessments. Each 

assessment is no more than twenty questions in length and the content covered is material 

that was taught over the course of about three weeks.  The social studies CFA had eleven 

questions while the science CFA had eighteen questions.  The social studies assessment 

requires students to know events and facts about Texas History while the science 

assessment uses content-specific vocabulary in the questions.  The Data Team meeting 

also reveals that teachers use the data they collected from the pre and post-assessments as 

the focus of their meetings.  Teachers have samples of the assessments students had taken 

and discuss how the students performed.  During an observation the researcher noted that 

one teacher showed the others what a student had written on the assessment and 

discussed her thoughts about the student’s performance and perceived strengths and 

weaknesses.  
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Research Question 3:  What are the Perceptions of Teachers Regarding the 
Effectiveness of Data Teams? 
 

According to the teachers, initially there is some confusion about the process of 

the Data Teams.  However, as they began to work through many of the issues, the Data 

Team process becomes clearer.  According to the data, certain outcomes reflect the 

effectiveness of Data Teams. Teachers perceive there to be student-focused collaboration, 

enhanced teacher trust and student achievement.  

 Student Focused Collaboration for On-Going Decision-Making.  Teachers report 

that collaboration is more academic with a focal point on students and more professional 

as a result of the Data Team initiative.  One teacher interviewed stated, “Well I think it’s 

really beneficial not only for the students but for us as well.  It’s a lengthy process, there 

is no denying that, but in the end, what I’ve seen already as the results of using this data 

process, is the cohesion among us, the teachers.”  All teachers share the belief that by 

participating in the Data Team process, they become more confident about the lessons 

and strategies they are implementing in the classroom.  Teachers report that they are able 

to learn from each other during the Data Teams meetings and become better at addressing 

student needs due to the collaborative structure of the meetings.  During the Data Team 

meetings teachers stated that they were able to discuss the strategies they would 

implement and later come back and discuss the effectiveness of these strategies based the 

data of the post assessment.  Because of the structured time to meet, teachers responded 

that there is a sense of relief knowing they can go to their Data Team meeting and discuss 

instruction or other issues related to instruction.  One teacher stated, “The conversations 
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are more meaningful, not just, ‘I did better than you’ and it’s not a competition…it’s 

about opening the teachers’ eyes…”  Another teacher stated “Once we broke down those 

barriers that there is no judgment here, it most definitely has brought more of a unity 

within the grade levels.”  Teachers commented that collaborating through the Data 

Teams, allow the more experienced teachers to share and discuss with novice teachers the 

strategies that have been effective in addressing the needs of students.  In addition, 

teachers observed that with Data Teams they are more aligned in terms of strategies, due 

to the collaboration that was happening among the teachers.  Initially, before Data Teams, 

there were not deep conversations about assessment results and strategies to address 

student outcomes.  They commented that this might not have occurred naturally if the 

Data Team structure was not in place, because before, each teacher was doing their own 

thing in their classrooms.  The document analyzed supports what teachers stated during 

the interviews in relation to collaboration.  The five-step process document allows 

teachers to talk to one another about their results and how many students are in each of 

the categories of proficiency.  Part of this process is for teachers to agree on SMART 

goals and on a strategy they will implement during instruction.  Each team must agree on 

the same strategy, therefore conversations must take place in order to fill out the 5-step 

process document and complete the process.  An observation also revealed a high level of 

collaboration during observed Data Team meetings.  Each group collaborated on the 

weaknesses of their students and how they would address them.  One teacher from the 7th 

grade math Data Team demonstrated how to use the foldable strategy with their students 

to address the student objective.  The facilitator moved the conversations along to ensure 
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the meeting goals were met.  Each member of the Data Team was highly engaged 

throughout the 45 minute Data Team meeting.  

 Enhanced Trust Among Teachers.  Revealed in the interviews is that the Data 

Team process allows teachers to trust each other enough to be able to express themselves 

candidly when they need assistance on a particular concept or strategy.  According to the 

data, several teachers are able to present their data honestly and request feedback from 

their colleagues on how to address the needs of their students. One teacher stated, “The 

Data Team process has allowed us to see who has expertise in certain areas and learn 

from that teacher.”  Another teacher commented, “If your students are doing well, 

everybody is interested in knowing what it is that you’re doing different.  It also provides 

a little recognition to the teachers who are doing well with their students. It gets them to 

open up and share their ideas.”  Although this was not the case initially for all teachers, 

one teacher identified trust as one of the barriers he faced.  He expressed, “It has taken 

our team a while to reach the level of comfort and trust to be able to say I don’t know 

how to do that, can you explain it to me, can you show me how to do it to make sure I 

implement it the correct way.  Some teachers felt that there was a level of competition 

that could impede trusting one another.”  Several teachers expressed that many of them 

did not feel comfortable sharing their results initially.  However, the Data Team process 

has encouraged them to put their guard down and begin sharing and trusting others in 

their department.  The principal commented that due to the level of trust among the 

teachers, collaboration is not an issue and therefore a focus on student learning had 

increased. The Data Team meeting observed also revealed a collaborative effort from 
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each member of the team.  Teachers appeared to be at ease in describing their data and in 

identifying areas students struggled with based on the pre-assessment results.  Each 

teacher was given an opportunity to discuss their student’s strengths and weaknesses 

while other members of the team offered suggestions.  When the teachers in the Data 

Team talked about the possible strategies to select for implementation, there was no 

hesitation among the teachers during this process.  They were able to accomplish the goal 

of selecting one strategy, a foldable, which would be implemented to address the student 

expectation without any disagreements.  The meeting was collegial and productive.  

 Increased Student Achievement.  The data reveals that there is significant 

improvement in student achievement when comparing the scores on the pre-assessment 

to the post-assessment scores.  “The Data Team process has definitely impacted student 

achievement because it has given us more of a microscopic view of which objective [is] 

or which vocabulary words are an issue for students.  We are able to address those and 

then after that, test them again and our results have gone up quite a bit…,” one teacher 

stated, reflecting on how the Data Team process impacted student achievement.  Each 

teacher interviewed stated that they have seen improvement in their students’ 

assessments.  When reflecting on what has made the difference one teacher responded, “I 

think the Data Team process has helped because when we’re dealing with students that 

struggle in various standards or expectations.  We, as a group, are able to collaborate, and 

that’s always better when you have more than one head working on a project and 

deciding what to do.  We are able to combine our ideas on how to address these issues 

and together find strategies that incorporate the different learning styles such as tactile, 
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visual, and auditory.”  Another teacher added, “We are able to see through the data how 

much a student has grown and where his weaknesses are because we run the data 

information, and we are able to track different objectives or categories in our curriculum. 

I am able to see which objectives the student is still weak in continuously because some 

of the processing skills will be repeated…I am able to go back and re-teach when I have 

extra time or when there’s an intervention.”  According to the data, teachers' perceptions 

are clear about the positive impact the Data Teams have on student achievement. The 

document, showing the progress students made after teachers met and discussed possible 

strategies after a pre-assessment, illustrates that several students made progress on the 

post-assessment.  Students in each group, including the intervention group, show 

significant gains.  In some instances students had scored in the teens on the pre-

assessments and after instruction many students met the 85 percent goal the school has 

set for all post-assessments. The data includes students in special education and who are 

ELLs.  

Research Question 4:  What Practices Contribute to the Sustainability of Data 
Teams? 
 

It is apparent from the data that certain practices contribute to Data Teams 

enduring and continuing, despite the amount of effort necessary to implement. The 

emerging practices include: shared accountability, building a school culture and focused 

interventions.  

 Shared Accountability.  It is evident that everyone interviewed shared the 

responsibility and the accountability for both members of the Data Team and their 
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students’ achievement scores.  The principal stated, “I want people to be transparent and 

hold each other accountable.  I think we do that well here and if we’re not able to hold a 

colleague accountable it will get filtered to me and there will be a meeting to discuss the 

issue, not in a threatening way, but to see how I can help.”  Everyone felt that by 

engaging in the Data Team process, they were positively affecting student achievement.  

According to the principal, the sustainability of the Data Teams is about the people 

involved.  She believes strongly that the teachers are able to do the Data Team work 

because they believe in the process.  The principal also reported that she holds people 

accountable for the time they are to work.  She added, “If it’s your personal prep time, 

that’s not your time to go get your hair done or to go get your nails done or to run to the 

bank.”  Further, it is evident that teachers held themselves accountable for the Data Team 

work and for the success of their students.   One teacher stated, “Everybody believes in 

higher equity and making sure that our campus stays on top and it’s become the campus 

culture.  It is expected of you, and if you’re a new person on campus and you don’t buy 

into higher expectations you will end up leaving.  I guess you could fault the culture of 

the school.”  Every teacher interviewed stated that regardless of the amount of work 

required they will continue to be part of the process because it is best for students.  As 

revealed in the respondent’s remarks, the Data Team’s process has prevented teachers 

from teaching in silos and has held them accountable for delivering the strategy in the 

manner in which they agreed.   If someone on the Data Team does not bring their data 

already analyzed, it prevents the others from moving ahead in the process.  Therefore, the 

Data Team process holds all teachers accountable.   
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 Building a School Culture of High Expectations.  It is evident from the data, that 

the culture of Washington Middle School reflects an atmosphere of high expectations that 

permeates throughout the campus.  According to the respondents, it took approximately 

two years to build the culture that Washington Middle School has today.  Also, there is a 

strong belief among the teachers that what they are doing, in regards to the Data Team 

process, is in the best interest of their students.  Most commented that the time and effort 

put into the Data Team process is a lot but that it is worth it since there are so many 

benefits.  A sense of healthy competition and ownership of the school status compared to 

other schools in the district also emerged as a component of school culture.  One teacher 

commented, “I think we’ve always been a step ahead than a lot of schools here and we 

know that status is very important…”  Other teachers commented that Washington 

Middle School is on the cutting edge of many research based initiatives, such as the Data 

Teams, and they want to make sure they stay ahead of the other schools.  The high 

expectations are not limited to the teachers but to students as well.  This is seen by the 85 

percent passing standard on assessments. The principal stated, “Seventy is too low for 

me, 70 is not going to cut it in the long run, so making sure we’re ramping up what we 

need to ramp up with either rigor or relevance.  Eighty-five is the mark you must be 

hitting to be proficient and anything under that, we’re focusing on intervention groups…”  

This was evident in the Data Team meeting observed.  The principal challenged the 

teachers when they set their goal at 80 percent.  The principal encouraged teachers to set 

an 85 percent passing standard.  The principal questioned the teachers about their 

interventions for these students and asked what strategies they would implement.  After 
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some discussion, the teachers on the Data Teams agreed on the 85 percent passing 

standard on the post assessments.   

 Focused Interventions.  The data reveals that students who are struggling to 

master a concept are provided with individualized tutoring.  These students are identified 

during the Data Team process and plans to intervene are discussed and agreed upon by 

the members of the Data Teams with a focus on students’ specific needs. Therefore, the 

school also adopted Response to Intervention (RTI) to assist with students who are 

struggling. The acronym RTI is relatively new in the professional educator’s lexicon. 

Response to Intervention was formally authorized in December 2004 as part of the 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) and has become a prominent 

component of the data-gathering and data-analysis process of schools (Peery, 2011).  In 

addition, according to IDEA, when determining whether a child has a specific learning 

disability as defined in section 602, a Local Education Agency (LEA) shall not be 

required to take into consideration whether a child has a severe discrepancy between 

achievement and intellectual ability.  Also, in determining whether a child has a Specific 

Learning Disability, a local education agency may use a process that determines whether 

the child responds to scientific, research-based interventions as part of the evaluation 

process.  Tier One of RTI calls for high-quality, core instruction which is fundamental to 

the entire Data Team process.  

The data shows that Tier 1 instruction is the focus of the Data Team process.  

Teachers look at how their students performed and then decide the best strategies to 

incorporate in to the Tier 1 lesson.  The goal is to reduce the number of students who 
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need intervention.  Nonetheless, there will be students who require intervention.  The data 

reveals that time during the day for interventions had been created to ensure the success 

of the students and the Data Team process. Every teacher stated that they were able to 

track the progress of each student using the Aware software, and any student who was not 

mastering certain TEKS was placed in an intervention which they called enrichment time.  

According to the principal, enrichment occurs during the school day, either in class, 

during the scheduled curriculum enrichment class and/or in advisory.  Teachers in each 

core-content are responsible for providing the Tier 1 core-instruction, and Tier 2 

interventions for all their students which includes Special Education and ELLs. 

The documents obtained from the campus also confirm that time is built in to the 

master schedule for teachers to administer intervention and enrich activities directly 

addressing students’ academic needs.  Teachers analyze the data after each post-

assessment, which reveals which students did not master the objectives for that unit.  The 

principal added, “We look at the data regarding individual needs of students so that 

during curriculum enrichment time I know exactly what [needs] to be pinpointed.”  There 

is also a Response to Intervention Committee at Washington Middle School that works 

with students on specific areas they are struggling to master.  Teachers usually have up to 

three groups during enrichment time. They are: (1) students who have mastered the 

student expectations and are working on enrichment activities; (2) the middle group 

which are students that teachers are trying to get to the enrichment group; and (3) the 

students who have a way to go before getting to proficient.  Each group targets lessons 

based on their needs.  During enrichment time, teachers also conduct individual 



 
 

97 
 

conferences with students on their progress which the principal believes is important to 

the student’s success. These practices ensure students get more individualized learning 

support from their teacher.  
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Chapter 5:  Review, Discussion and Summary of Findings  
 

If other schools are going to set up Data Teams, it has to be done step by 
step. It cannot be done overnight. As long as it’s done gradually and 
teachers understand what they need to do and they are allowed to give 
their own feedback, it will work.  That’s the key right there. 

 
         Teacher, 2013 
 
 The expectation for public schools is to raise achievement levels for all students.  

However, with many internal and external demands principals face each day, it is almost 

impossible for them to know everything about the campus and to be everywhere on the 

campus.  This is especially true for principals at Title 1 schools, where some time 

constraints are placed on the faculty, either by the district or by the state that may not be 

present at non-Title 1 schools.  Therefore, it is important for principals to strengthen their 

professional learning communities by creating opportunities for teachers to collaborate 

around student data on a regular basis.  In addition, principals must recognize what 

professional development is needed to be able to achieve campus or district goals.  

If principals are going to make the improvements needed to enhance student 

achievement, they must invest resources, time and intentional efforts.   Principals must 

also recognize that improving student learning means improving practices at the campus 

level that focus on improving teaching and learning.  Therefore, teachers must also have 

time during the school day to meet and discuss data pertinent to student academic 

progress.  The importance of the principal in creating a culture of collaboration and data 

analysis is supported by the research.  Hattie (2009) adds that there is so much written 

about leadership: the seven habits of successful leaders, the personality attributes of 
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leaders and case studies of inspired leaders of lighthouse schools.  But the fundamental 

issue of interest is the influence of principals on student achievement in their schools 

(p.83).  Research supports the influence the principal has on student achievement is 

through teachers (p.49).  The actions and behaviors of teachers are directly attributed to 

the affect on student achievement, since teachers are the providers of instruction.  

Because principals influence teacher behavior, it is important to study how these two 

educators work together to positively affect student learning.  This chapter reviews the 

study purpose; the study questions, a summary of the methodology utilized, as well as 

present a summary of the research study findings with connections to the literature.  The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications for practice and suggestions for 

additional research. 

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine the role the principal of a middle 

school played when effectively implementing and sustaining Data Teams on a campus.  

Specifically, the roles the principal performed that motivated teachers to analyze and 

discuss student data continuously and systemically was examined.  

The literature on campus leadership, campus structures, data analysis and 

collaboration of teachers through Data Teams guided the development of the following 

four research questions:   

(1)   What is the role of the principal in implementing successful Data Teams?   

(2)   What campus structures foster the Data Team process?   
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(3)   What are the perceptions of teachers regarding the effectiveness of Data 

Teams?  

(4)  What practices contribute to the sustainability of Data Teams?  

Methodology 

 This study followed qualitative research guidelines.  According to Strauss & 

Corbin (1998), qualitative research is a type of research that produces findings not arrived 

at by statistical procedures or other means of quantification.  The case study was the 

primary source of data collection used in this study.  Yin (2003), states that the case study 

method is used when there is a need to deliberately want to cover contextual conditions, 

believing that they might be highly pertinent to the phenomenon of study.  The researcher 

utilized a descriptive case study approach to collect and analyze the data and attempted to 

develop a theoretical explanation.  The researcher collected and analyzed data, through 

individual interviews, observations and pertinent documents.  By analyzing the data, the 

researcher was able to gain a deeper understanding of the role the principal employed 

when implementing teacher Data Teams on a campus.  In addition, a more in-depth 

understanding of the teachers’ perceptions on the effectiveness of Data Teams was 

obtained.  To achieve dependability and validity, the researcher employed the 

triangulation of data through the use of various data sources.  Furthermore, examination 

of researcher bias, and member checks were completed as research quality measures.  

This case study focused on Washington Middle School, which had established 

Data Teams for more than two years.  The demographics of the campus were also 

considered as 67.1 percent of Washington Middle School students were on free or 
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reduced lunch making the school a Title 1 campus. Washington Middle School was 

awarded a recognized status by the state for their students’ performance on the state 

assessment (TAKS) in 2010-2011.   

Summary and Findings 

I think about my daughter and I think about the type of school that I want 
her in and I want this type of people, these people, working hard, loving 
kids, embracing their work. I want this type of teacher to be the teachers 
in schools that my daughter will go to because I know she and all the 
other children will have nothing but the best and the opportunities become 
greater for them, depending on what we do as adults.  
 
                                               Principal, Washington Middle School, 2013 
 

 According to the findings, the principal performs a key role as Data Teams are 

implemented and sustained.  At the same time, certain leadership practices were 

uncovered during the successful implementation of Data Teams.  The following is a 

summarized account of findings according to the four main areas of focus of this study: 

principal role, structures that foster the Data Team process, effectiveness of Data Teams 

and contributing practices to Data Team sustainability.  

Principal Role in the Effective Implementation of Data Teams 

 The data revealed that the principal played a key leadership role during the initial 

considerations, implementation and sustainability of Data Teams.  Although previous 

research supports that teachers influence student achievement the most, the finding from 

this study support the importance of the principal in impacting student achievement and 

campus systems (Hattie, 2009). Similarly, these study findings are congruent with other 

research that highlights the role of the principal as a leader.  The leadership role of the 
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principal to influence teachers’ use of data is critical and expected.  For instance, the 

leadership role of principals in teacher data use was also highlighted as essential in 

reports of learning-focused leadership (Knapp, Copland, Honig, Plecki & Portin, 2010), 

transformational leadership, data use in schools (Goodnow & Wayman, 2009), principal 

leadership in data use in Title 1 schools (Wayman and Moll, 2009), as well as for 

effective data use (Wayman, et al, 2009).  Mandinach and Gummer (2013), also suggest 

that data literacy is a component of performance standards for both teachers and leaders.  

The leadership role of the principal in Data Teams implementation and sustainability was 

primarily enacted by three specific leadership practices; communication of a vision for 

Data Teams, job-embedded professional development and differentiated support. 

Communication Vision for Data Teams 

 The findings from Washington Middle School support the fact that the success of 

Data Teams was due to the communication practices the principal utilized to ensure the 

faculty understood the expectations and vision for Data Teams at this campus.  The 

principal began communicating her vision for Data Teams with key stakeholders who in 

turn served to influence others on the campus.  The principal continued to ensure the 

vision for Data Teams was clearly understood by regularly communicating specific 

expectations and guidelines to members of the Data Teams during faculty meetings and 

grade level team meetings.  This is consistent with previous research reports that find that 

principal leadership is essential in not only communicating but also creating a vision.  For 

example, according to Yukl (2010) “…a clear vision helps to guide and coordinate the 

decisions and actions during the process of implementing major change in an 
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organization.  In addition, the vision should appeal to the values, hopes and ideals of 

organization members and other stakeholders whose support is needed.” (p. 310).  

Johnson (2002), adds that the principal and other leaders in the district must have a vision 

of change, communicate effectively, lead the instructional path, monitor progress and 

support the staff continuously.  This study advances the notion that in order for new 

initiatives to be successful at the campus level, implementation is not enough.  Campus 

leaders must communicate the vision for the initiative deliberately and consistently. 

Provide Embedded Professional Development  

 The findings for Washington Middle School suggest that in order for teachers to 

fully engage in the Data Team process, they must have on-going, job-embedded training.  

It was clear that teachers at Washington Middle School were well supported in regards to 

professional development by the principal.  The professional development provided to the 

teachers at Washington Middle School was intentional and specific to the different 

elements of the Data Team process.  The principal made a deliberate effort to target the 

type of professional development teachers needed in order to engage them fully in the 

Data Team process. In particular, the training to help support teachers during the initial 

phase of implementation was highly valued and important. In addition, the on-going 

professional development teachers received ensured successful implementation and 

fidelity of the Data Team process. Research supports that for staff development to be 

effective, it must be an integral part of a deliberately developed continuous improvement 

effort (Zmuda, et. al., 2004, p.5).  Successful deep implementation of data-driven 

decision-making in the Data Teams model cannot happen without comprehensive 
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professional development (Allison, et. al., 2010).  Wayman, et al., (2006) add that 

professional learning should be supported by activities that are: (1) job-embedded; (2) 

collaborative; and (3) small.  The principal of Washington Middle School developed a 

targeted professional development plan that allowed for the successful implementation 

and sustainability of Data Teams on her campus.   

Create a Plan for Differentiated Support   

The findings at Washington Middle School identified the support provided by the 

principal throughout the process of establishing Data Teams to be differentiated.  The 

findings indicate that the support provided to teachers was specific to their individual 

needs.  In addition, the support the principal provided allowed teachers to feel 

comfortable with the Data Team process, which contributed to members of the Data 

Teams to engage in the process with consistency and confidence.  The principal made a 

concerted effort to identify areas of needed support by conducting a needs assessment 

and provide the necessary support.  The practice the principal employed of providing 

differentiated support continued throughout the implementation process.  Research 

conducted by Knapp, et. al., (2010) supports differentiating the type of support schools 

provide to teachers as important and necessary in order to improve practice.  This is also 

congruent with Goodnow and Wayman’s assertion that “individualized support is a key 

element” to build capacity based on specific teacher needs (2009, p.21).  

Campus Structures that Foster the Data Team Process 

 Another leadership practice referred to specific campus structures.  These 

included structured time, structured meetings and a student data management system. 
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Structured Time to Establish Data Teams   

The findings suggest that although teachers may feel overwhelmed with the 

amount of work required by the Data Teams process and the limited time to engage in the 

Data Team process, they appreciated that time to meet was built into the school day for 

them to meet.  Acknowledging that time is in large the biggest barrier for data analysis, 

the principal ensured time built into the school day for teachers to meet and engage in the 

Data Team process exists.  Consequently, time was built into the master schedule for 

teachers to meet each day if needed. While the expectation for teachers to meet was three 

days during the week, the time scheduled into the day allowed teachers the flexibility to 

meet more if needed. This extra time was utilized by many teachers when they were not 

able to complete the Data Team process in three days. Because the barrier of time was 

eliminated to a certain degree, teachers are able to complete the Data Team process in a 

timely manner each week.  In addition, clear expectations about the use of time available 

for Data Teams was evident in how such time was supposed to be structured and used so 

that the focus would always be on Data Teams and student needs.  This supports previous 

research by Lachat and Smith (2005) who point out that time to meet and collaborate on 

student data is essential for student achievement.  Similarly, Wayman and Springfield 

(2006) state that for student data to be used frequently to impact teaching in the 

classroom, teachers must have time during the work week to meet.  In their study, they 

found that effective principals who use data with their faculty created opportunities for 

their teachers to meet despite challenges.       
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Intentionally Structure Data Team Meetings   

The findings of this study indicate that the expectation for the Data Team meeting 

is specific to the five steps process recommended by the Leadership and Learning Center.  

The formal structures of the Data Teams meetings ensure that teachers have a focus each 

time they meet.  Clearly defined roles for each Data Team addressing the agenda expedite 

the process effectively and efficiently.  Since teachers come prepared to the Data Team 

meetings, members ensure the agenda for each meeting is fulfilled.  In addition, since 

teachers come prepared to these meetings they immediately begin to identify strategies 

that will improve student learning and little time is lost gathering information.  The data 

revealed that expectations for these structured meetings have been clearly communicated 

by the principal which allows for a focused, well-functioning team.  In addition, through 

the professional development received by all members of the Data Teams, teachers are 

able to carry out their roles and responsibilities effectively and efficiently each time they 

meet. These findings are congruent to Wayman, Brewer and Stringfield’s (2006) 

assertion that formal and informal structures facilitate effective data use.  Furthermore, as 

others affirm, Data Teams hold collaborative, structured and scheduled meetings that 

focus on the effectiveness of teaching and learning (Peery, 2011). 

Utilization of a Student Data Management System 

  The findings suggest that the district’s student data management system 

(Eduphoria Aware) is a critical structure in the Data Team process.  The use of Eduphoria 

Aware allows teachers to obtain assessment results in a timely fashion.  This data 

management system provides teachers with reports needed to create the data needed to 
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begin the Data Team process. Teachers credit the use of Eduphoria Aware to be critical in 

the success of Data Teams.  The findings support that without a student data management 

system with similar capabilities as Eduphoria Aware, teachers spend excessive time 

collecting and analyzing student data leaving little time to complete the other steps in the 

Data Team process in a timely manner and during the school day. It is critical that such a 

data management system exist prior to implementing Data Teams.  Furthermore, time to 

familiarize themselves with the capabilities of any student data management system is 

critical. These findings support previously identified factors for effective data use by 

teachers.  For instance, computer data management systems offer unprecedented 

capacities for storing, integrating, analyzing and sharing data (Wayman et. al., 2011).  

Wayman & Stringfield (2004), add that educators are becoming more aware of the 

applications of data use for decision-making that benefits students beyond mere 

accountability measures.  Additionally, others report that teachers cited the data system as 

one of the impetus for improved collaboration in their school, noting that using the 

system enabled a common language that allowed for fine-tuning instruction according to 

a study conducted by Wayman, et. al, (2009). 

Create a System of Structured Assessments 

 According to the findings, common formative assessments are widely used during 

Data Team meetings.  Assessments are used to diagnose student’s strengths and 

weaknesses. Teachers are then able to collaborate during the Data Team meeting and 

identify possible strategies.  Some of these assessments are created by knowledgeable 

teachers as short unit tests that students take before (pre-assessment) and after instruction 
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(post-assessment). These structured assessments provide teachers with valuable 

information. Teachers can target their instruction to the identified areas of concern. 

Through these assessments, teachers address areas where students need assistance before 

instruction and determine which students need intervention and which students need 

enrichment.  Common formative assessments are central to the work teachers do during 

Data Team meetings.  This finding supports previous research that shows that formative 

assessment is an essential component of classroom work and that its development can 

raise standards of achievement (Black& William, 1998).  In addition, Black and William 

(1998) suggest that for assessments to function formatively, the results have to be used to 

adjust teaching and learning; thus a significant aspect of any program will be the ways in 

which teachers make these adjustments.  Chappius and Chappius (2008), add that many 

schools and districts administer tests with names like benchmark, short-cycle and interim 

assessments to predict student performance on high-stakes tests and to identify students 

needing additional help.  

Teacher Perceptions of Data Team Effectiveness 

 Specific outcomes reflect the effectiveness of Data Teams.  In the case study, 

student focused collaboration; enhanced teacher trust and increased student achievement 

are credited to the Data Team initiative on this campus.  

Student Focused Collaboration for On-Going Decision-Making   

 Collaboration is identified as a key outcome of the effectiveness of the Data Team 

process.  According to the findings, teachers collaborate about data, strategies, goals, 

instruction and interventions with a clear focus on student learning.  During Data Team 
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meetings, teachers have meaningful conversation about teaching and learning supported 

by what was observed during the Data Team meetings and teachers’ perceptions.  The 

findings revealed that prior to Data Teams, teachers at Washington Middle School did not 

engage in targeted conversations around student data as much.  Many of the 

conversations did not pertain to student learning or teaching strategies, rather many of 

these conversations were not related to teaching and learning.  The Data Team process 

has enabled teachers to focus on the data needed to improve student achievement. In 

addition, the Data Team process of student-focused collaboration allows less experienced 

teachers to learn from veteran teachers about strategies that work.   The findings of this 

study support a study conducted by Wayman, et. al., (2009) that state that collaborative 

nature of conversations are important to the success of data initiatives.  Teachers teach so 

that student can learn.  However, test scores is not the goal for Data Teams.  Improving 

learning for all students in every subject, in every grade level, every day is the purpose of 

Data Teams (Allison, et. al., 2010).  Furthermore, improved learning cannot occur 

without reflective, problem solving, and imagination (p.179). 

Enhanced Trust Among Teachers 

  Findings suggest that teachers become comfortable with sharing and trusting 

their colleagues more because of the collaboration that occurs during the Data Team 

meetings.  Teachers were able to disclose their results more freely and honestly the more 

they met and interacted. Over time trust was built that allowed for meaningful 

conversations about student achievement.  Consequently, trust is developed as teachers 

openly discuss their concerns and their opinions about the assessments, student results, 
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strategies and target goals without feeling anxiety. In addition, the findings indicate that 

teachers establish collegiality and serve as supporters for each another.  The trusting 

environment the principal helped create at this middle school allowed for deeper teacher 

collaboration. Furthermore, it is supported by research.  Yukl (2010), states that even a 

talented, well-organized team may fail in carrying out its mission unless there is a high 

level of cooperation and mutual trust among the members.  It is important for the leaders 

of an organization to increase cooperation and mutual trust by creating these 

opportunities through team building activities (p.342).  For students to achieve, teachers 

and administrators must encourage healthy, trusting relationships (Beacham, et al., 2010). 

Improve Student Achievement   

 According to the findings, the Data Team process has positively affected student 

achievement based on post assessment data and recent state assessment results.  The Data 

Team process enables teachers to address specific weaknesses identified by analyzing 

data and planning for targeted instruction.  In addition, the data suggests that the Data 

Team process encourages teachers to discuss best teaching strategies that address student 

learning needs.  Further, through the Data Team process teachers are able to identify 

students who need intervention and those that require enrichment.  It is evident that 

students whose teachers engage in this type of collaboration benefit from the type of 

instruction they receive.  The findings of this study support earlier research that suggests 

that when teachers get together to talk in concrete, precise language about instruction and 

student work, their teaching dramatically improves and student achievement rises 

(Schmoker, 2006).  
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Practices Contributing to Data Team Sustainability 

 The findings indicate that certain identified practices contribute to the 

sustainability of Data Teams.  These practices include: shared accountability, building a 

school culture of high expectations and focused interventions.   

Nurture a Culture of Shared Accountability   

 The data revealed that teachers develop a sense of accountability to themselves, to 

others on their Data Team and to the students, which is a major contributing factor to the 

sustainability of the Data Teams.  The sense of ownership identified in this study 

suggests that teachers are invested in the Data Team process and will continue to engage 

fully.  Teachers become passionate about how they collaborate among each other with the 

goal of improving student learning.  The data also revealed that teachers held each other 

accountable by ensuring each member fulfilled their role effectively.  Evident in the 

findings is that those engaged in the Data Team process do so because they want to 

impact student learning despite the added work required of them.  Although, there is a 

lack of student motivation at times, teachers feel responsible for every student to master 

the objectives taught. New teachers are carefully selected to match the already 

established campus norms that have been institutionalized by the principal and teachers.  

The data revealed a heightened sense of responsibility from all that facilitates students 

learning.   This finding is congruent with previous research on accountability.  Collective 

accountability must extend from the formal leadership to leaders who emerge during the 

change process for all staff members.  They must all see themselves as collectively and 

individually responsible for building a competent system, fulfilling the shared vision and 
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achieving the desired results (Zmuda, et. al., 2004).  As White (2011) states, 

accountability refers to the authority to commit resources and take action, responsibility 

to demonstrate improvement or results and permission to adjust time so that all students 

achieve beyond their expectations and the expectations of adults committed to their 

achievement gap. 

Create a Culture of High Expectations 

 Revealed in the findings is a positive, collaborative culture of high expectations 

modeled by the principal and followed by teachers that contribute to the sustainability of 

Data Teams.  Sergiovanni, (1991) describes culture as norms that define for people what 

is right and correct to do, what is acceptable and what is expected.  In the findings, the 

principal clearly expressed the standard she expects students to perform on the post-

assessments. The Data Team process is a practice that contributes to the norms 

established at Washington Middle School and the teachers at this campus understand 

these norms to be part of what is expected of them.  Washington Middle School has a 

reputation in the district as being the leaders of “cutting-edge” initiatives according to the 

data. In addition, the data revealed that teachers are proud of this reputation and strive to 

be the “best” school in the district.  Therefore, they understand the work needed to 

continue to improve student performance and remain as a coveted place to work. 

Washington Middle School has little teacher turnover which suggests that teachers want 

to be part of this faculty and will contribute to the vision of Data Teams and meet the 

high expectations the principal requires of everyone.  The campus principal encourages 

teachers to engage in honest and meaningful conversations around student data by 
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creating the conditions necessary.  Furthermore, collegiality present among teachers, the 

members of the team, emerges as teachers engage in Data Teams.  A safe environment 

where teachers can express their ideas and concerns is promoted by work in the Data 

Teams.  Similarly, respect among the staff contributes to the positive culture of the 

school, which also promotes high expectations for all students.  This is supported by 

previous research stating that the principal is recognized as the key role in shaping the 

culture of the school in order to encourage and support shared understandings and forms 

of leadership (Murphy, et. al., 2009).  Moreover, the culture of an organization is founded 

upon the assumptions, beliefs, values and habits that constitute the norms for that 

organization. These are the norms that shape how its people think, feel and act (Dufour & 

Eaker, 1998, p, 131). 

Establish On-Going Focused Interventions   

 The findings on Washington Middle School indicate that specific, needs-based 

interventions for students struggling to master learning objectives emerged as a practice 

critical to the sustainability of Data Teams.  Everyone interviewed credited the specified 

time for interventions as essential to the Data Team process initiative.  Revealed in the 

data is that students are provided more time to learn concepts they did not master with 

individualized help from a teacher.  As Peery (2011) suggests, Response to Intervention 

(RTI) has become a prominent component of data gathering and data analysis process of 

schools.  The RTI committee the principal established at Washington Middle School 

ensures that this practice has the support it needs to thrive and become institutionalized.  

Evidenced in the data is the procedures to identify and address students struggling to 
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master concepts has been effectively communicated by the principal. The finding related 

to focused interventions is congruent with the need for relying on systemic interventions. 

Response to Intervention compliments the Data Team process well and becomes an 

integral part of the process.  However, while it is important to have this system in place 

the aim is to reduce the percentage of students in the intervention group through a 

focused deliberate plan to address the needs of these students to ensure their success.   

Conclusions  

 The importance and impact the principal has on a campus has been researched, 

but the role a principal performs when implementing teacher Data Teams is less 

documented.  Therefore, this study focused on the role of a principal when implementing 

teacher Data Teams on a middle school campus. To this end a grounded theory approach 

was used.  In grounded theory research, the researcher begins his journey studying a 

phenomenon without any preconceived notions or theory.  It is through the collection of 

data that he begins to build theoretical explanations.  Thus, the following theoretical 

propositions are advanced.  

The principal’s leadership role is the most influential in the implementation and 

sustainability of Data Teams on a school campus.  Among the leadership practices 

employed, communication of the Data Team vision to a faculty contributes to the success 

of implementing and sustaining Data Teams.  A principal needs to meet with several 

groups of people prior to communicating a vision to the faculty.  Furthermore, 

communication enables school leaders to create the conditions necessary to successfully 

implement Data Teams on a campus.   
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The principal’s support provided throughout the implementation process, by 

ensuring teachers benefit from the job-embedded professional development, is essential.  

Teachers must be well-prepared to fully engage in the Data Team process.  Campus 

leaders can support teachers by providing them with opportunities to learn the process of 

Data Teams.  In addition, by offering differentiated support to teachers as they engage in 

Data Teams, principals are in a better position to introduce and implement data 

initiatives.   

Furthermore, intentionally structured time, structured Data Team meetings, 

student data systems and structured assessments are specific campus structures that lead 

to effective implementation of data systems. The structures that facilitate teachers to 

engage in the Data Team process are critical to the success of Data Teams.  

In addition, student-focused collaboration, enhanced teacher trust and increased 

student achievement are indicators of Data Team effectiveness.  These indicators in turn 

impact the campus culture.   A culture of high expectations facilitates the success of Data 

Teams because the focus is on student achievement and improving instructional practices.  

Furthermore, the culture of a campus prior to implementing Data Teams is a contributing 

factor to the successful implementation and sustainability of Data Teams.  Conditions 

may include a culture that embraces collaboration among teachers, high expectations for 

all stakeholders, a sense of accountability, a high-functioning professional learning 

community, and student-centered instruction.  A high level of trust among teachers is 

essential for there to be truthful and meaningful conversations about data and teaching 
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strategies.  It is critical that the principal builds a collaborative culture and a strong 

professional learning community before introducing the faculty to Data Teams.   

Implications for Practice 

Data Teams is a relatively new process for many schools, therefore the finding in 

this study can help inform school leaders about the implementation process.  While some 

schools across the country have embraced it, many still struggle to manage student data 

to improve achievement.  The Data Team process has the potential to enhance the 

operation of professional communities.  Through specific steps, the Data Team process 

creates opportunities for teachers to engage in student-focused collaboration to analyze 

student data.  The outcome of such collaboration results in improved student 

achievement.  While conditions at each campus are unique, the leadership role and the 

leadership practices employed may apply to schools aspiring to strengthen or improve 

their PLC’s.  District leaders and campus principals may be informed about the role and 

practices the principal uses when implementing Data Teams.  

It is important to note that too often administrators believe that these practices 

already exist on their campus without carefully analyzing the current state of their context 

in order to better understand how they can use the information to help create the 

conditions necessary for successful Data Teams to flourish on their campuses.  While 

there are many schools whose students perform well on state assessments, there can 

always be room for improvement.  Teachers engaged in Data Teams can improve their 

teaching practices by analyzing student data to make informed instructional decisions.  

School principals, who foster a data driven culture may be informed about the structures 



 
 

117 
 

needed to ensure the success of Data Teams.  Conversely, a campus that may have the 

“right” culture and systems in place, but lacked professional development for Data 

Teams, therefore, the job-embedded professional development reported by this study may 

contribute to enhance teacher capacity to engage in Data Teams.  Similarly, 

administrators in schools contemplating introduction of Data Teams may find the 

practices to sustain Data Teams useful as they strive to reach effectiveness and enhance 

student achievement.   

Implications for Further Study 

This study focused on the role of one middle school principal who implemented 

Data Teams on her campus.  Furthermore, the study focused on the structures in place 

that allowed teachers to engage in the Data Team process and the perceptions of teachers 

on the effectiveness of the Data Teams.  It also noted the practices that contributed to the 

sustainability of the Data Teams.  A total of 11 respondents shared their experiences for 

this study.  The research conducted at this middle school focused on the core-content 

teachers, although, Data Teams could be implemented with elective teachers as well.  

Research on how elective teachers could benefit from the Data Team process could be 

investigated further.  Research could also be extended to include smaller, rural schools 

where there might only be one core content teacher per grade level.  Research conducted 

at these campuses could yield relevant information for teacher collaboration and improve 

student achievement.    

When researching schools that had implemented Data Teams, there were several 

others that met this criteria, however, not all of them were Title 1 schools.  Thus, further 
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research could compare a non-Title 1 school to a Title 1 school in regards to the 

effectiveness of the Data Teams when comparing student achievement.  At the district 

level, further investigation may focus on how the district can support principals during 

the implementation process surrounding professional development.  

It is important to note that efforts have been made to portray the middle school 

focus of this study as accurately as possible.  However, it is impossible to fully capture 

the collegiality and enthusiasm observed when conducting interviews and observations.  

It was evident, when collecting the data, that teachers were prideful about the work they 

were doing around student data and more importantly they were positive that through 

their intentional efforts, they were able to enhance student academic achievement and 

success. 
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Appendix List of Documents Reviewed and Analyzed 

I. Academic Excellence Indicator System Reports 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011 

II. Accountability Data Tables for Campus 2008, 2009, 2010 and 2011 

III. Campus Created Individual Teacher Analysis Report 

IV. Data Team Meeting Agenda 

V. Dual Language Education Model 

VI. Dual Language Program Language Distribution Document 

VII. Dual Language Program Language Distribution Document 

VIII. Eduphoria Aware Common Formative Assessment Report (Social Studies) 

IX. Grade Level Core Content Teacher Schedule 

X. Grade 7 Science Common Formative Assessment 

XI. Grade 7 Social Studies Common Formative Assessment 

XII. Individual Teacher Schedules 

XIII. Leadership Team Retreat Agenda, July 15-18, 2010 

XIV. Monitoring Sheet Document 

XV. Pre-Common Formative Assessment Analysis Report 

XVI. The Leadership and Learning Center Data Teams 3rd Edition Handbook 

XVII. 5-Step Data Team Meeting Document 
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