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ABSTRACT 
 

THE IMPACT OF PRINCIPAL LEADERSHP ON SUPPORTING DATA INQUIRY 
 

Andrew G. Houlihan, Ed.D. 
 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 
 

Supervisor:  Ruben Olivarez 
 

Recent research surrounding educational leadership indicates that among school-

related factors, leadership is second only to the classroom teacher as a variable associated 

with improving student achievement (Leithwood et al., 2004).  Given the current climate 

of high stakes testing and accountability, the role that the principal plays in fostering 

continuous school improvement and ensuring academic success for all students has 

become increasingly important.  To enhance school performance, the literature proposes 

that school leaders serve as instructional leaders and distribute their leadership 

responsibilities.  One significant element of such leadership models is the ability of the 

school principal to support and promote inquiry by teachers and school administrators 

into student and school data.  

Wayman and Stringfield (2006) note that a campus culture that values and 

practices data-based decision making is marked by collaborative inquiry into student 

data.  Advocates of data-driven decision making and data use suggest that inquiry into 

student data has been shown to be useful in improving overall school practice (Bernhardt, 

2003; Wayman and Stringfield, 2006). Furthermore, using data to focus on specific goals 

will improve student learning (Schmoker, 1999).  To explore how principals can foster 
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the development of structures that allow for inquiry into student and school data, a case 

study of one purposely-selected high school was conducted.  

The four primary research questions this study addressed were: (1). What 

structures can high school principals develop and implement that promote inquiry by 

teachers and administrators into data? (2). What structures positively impact student 

academic achievement, as perceived by high school teachers and principals? (3). How are 

teachers using student achievement data in their instructional decision-making? (4). What 

are the qualitative data elements that school leaders might consider to inform the ongoing 

planning and decision-making process?  

 Over the course of four months, data was gathered through individual interviews, 

observations, a survey, and analysis of pertinent documents.  Several themes surrounding 

data analysis and leadership practices emerged.  These included:  the benefits of using 

structures to empower school staff to own data, the use of structures to allow for time for 

collaboration, using data to improve teaching practices, and the benefits of providing 

teachers greater access to pertinent data.  
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Chapter One 

INTRODUCTION  

Background  
 

Since the 1983 publication of A Nation at Risk, school leaders across the United States 

have faced increasing pressures to continuously improve the academic performance of the 

students they serve, and as a result have embarked on a series of reform movements to 

accomplish the goals of their organizations.  The enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act 

(NCLB) in January 2002 significantly enhanced this pressure by mandating sanctions for schools 

that do not improve their academic rating based on student achievement scores on standardized 

tests.  The education reform movements that have transpired in the United States, due to both A 

Nation at Risk and NCLB, have caused districts and schools to sharply analyze the role of the 

school principal and to examine the impact that school leaders have on student academic 

performance.  

As districts and schools have altered their practices, the research surrounding the 

effective school leader has also transformed.  Furman (2003) notes that the leadership literature 

has shifted from the traditional studies of leadership tasks, personal and professional 

characteristic traits and leadership profiles to the current analysis of leadership for continuous 

student and organizational performance, learning for all, and democratic communities. 

Significant to this transformation is the notion that principals are well-advised to share their 

leadership responsibilities and involve teachers in the school improvement process.  

One of the critical elements in improving the performance of the school is the inquiry 

into student data.  Wayman and Stringfield (2006) note that a campus culture that values and 

practices data-based decision making is marked by collaborative inquiry into student data. 
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Advocates of data-driven decision making and data use suggest that inquiry into student data has 

been shown to be useful in improving overall school practice (Bernhardt, 2003; Wayman and 

Stringfield, 2006).  Furthermore, using data to focus on specific goals will improve student 

learning (Schmoker, 1999).  Given the accountability demands that are placed on school 

principals and teachers, providing structures, processes, and other measures of support for such 

inquiry and data use is imperative to the overall success of the school.  

Students enrolled in K-12 institutions are expected to be prepared to succeed in the 21st 

century.  Such preparation requires principals to lead the instructional program of the school, 

distribute leadership responsibilities to teachers and other staff, and possess the qualities and 

attributes that are critical to improving student performance.  No longer can principals afford to 

simply manage the day-to-day activities of the organization.  Principals today are expected to 

lead their schools’ instructional programs and empower others to balance the management of the 

daily organizational tasks.  This analysis focused on one element of instructional and distributed 

leadership that is critical for advancing the organizational success of the school:  the 

development of structures that promote inquiry into student data.  

Problem Statement 

 The literature calls for principals to serve as instructional leaders and to share their 

leadership responsibilities.  The literature also calls for teachers to collaborate around student 

academic performance data.  These organizational attributes, as proposed by the research, will 

assist the school as an organization in improving its overall performance.  The instructional and 

distributed leadership practices described by the literature, as well as the notion of teachers being 

provided the opportunity to examine student data, are promising practices to consider.  Principals 

and teachers, however, face enormous challenges and fulfill significant responsibilities that often 
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keep them busy for every minute of the workday.  Given these demands, principals often have 

difficulty carving out more time in the day to provide teachers and administrators with the 

opportunity to analyze student and organizational data.  As a result, teachers and administrators 

often limit their work together around the notion of data inquiry, which impacts the ability of the 

school to embrace the notion of collaboration aimed at improving student performance.  

 The idea of inquiry into student performance data is a relatively new concept that requires 

further exploration.  Framed within the principles associated with instructional and distributed 

leadership, the development of structures that promote data inquiry is imperative to school 

success.  Because the research associated with instructional leadership is grounded in the 

‘instructional effective elementary school’ (Edmonds, 1979), instructional leadership was 

generally conceived to be a unitary role of the elementary school principal (Leithwood & 

Montgomery, 1982).  As a result, the literature provides substantial research regarding the 

structures that elementary school principals can create to promote inquiry into student data.  

At the secondary level, and specifically in high schools, few studies have been done 

regarding the structures high school principals can develop and implement that allow for teachers 

to collaboratively and consistently explore student data.  This case study examined and described 

how one high school principal has used practices associated with instructional and distributed 

leadership to create such structures, which provided much-needed research to the existing 

literature and shed light on effective leadership practices other high school principals might 

consider.  

Purpose of the Study 

 In 1975, Lortie commented that high school teacher’s work in separate content 

disciplines, mostly in isolation from one another, and the subject department is typically the 
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locus of teacher professional identity and community.  More recent professional commentary 

indicates that for many high schools, these practices have not changed.  Copland and Boatright 

(2006) remark that what Lortie noted three decades ago is still largely true--high school 

structures isolate teachers by relegating them to their separate “domains”--be it subject matter or 

the classroom itself.  

As has been addressed previously, the role that the principal plays in transforming these 

practices is critical.  For many high school principals, especially those who have remained in the 

same position for an extended length of time, championing and supporting distributed and 

instructional leadership requires a transformation in their understanding of leadership and in the 

ways they enact leadership roles (Murphy, et al., 2009).  Furthermore, Spillane, Halverson and 

Diamond (2004) note that there is expansive literature about school programs, roles and 

processes that are necessary for instructional change, and that little is known about how these 

changes are undertaken or enacted by school leaders.  Clearly, the literature calls for more 

research in the area of structure development through the instructional and distributed leadership 

frameworks.  

 The purpose of this study was to examine how principal leadership promotes inquiry into 

student data in one high school.  Specifically, the types of structures that the high school 

principal creates that allow for teachers to examine student performance data were investigated. 

Furthermore, the core values and actions of the principal were considered as they significantly 

influence the manner in which instructional and distributed leadership ideals are practiced.  The 

perceptions that the principal and teachers have of the impact that structures make on improving 

student academic and teacher performance were also explored. 
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Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework for this study was based primarily on the literature that is 

associated with principal leadership, with specific emphasis on instructional and distributed 

leadership models.  The literature that is linked with data inquiry, which includes the role of the 

school leader in supporting such, was also considered.  These three research models, 

instructional leadership, distributed leadership, and data inquiry, served as foundational elements 

of the conceptual framework.  

 Regarding principal leadership, recent research has suggested that the school principal 

plays a significant role in improving student academic achievement and the overall performance 

of the school itself.  In How Leadership Influences Learning, Leithwood et al. (2004) comments 

that leadership is second only to classroom instruction among school-related factors that 

influence student outcomes.  Furthermore Leithwood (2004) and his colleagues identify three 

broad sets of leadership practices that are consistently linked to improved student learning: 

setting directions, developing people, and redesigning the organization.  

 The leadership practices proposed by Leithwood et al. (2004), as well as by other 

scholars (Murphy et al., 2006; Dufour and Marzano, 2009), imply the critical need for the 

principal to lead the school’s instructional program.  Lezotte (1991) establishes that in the 

effective school, the principal acts as an instructional leader and effectively and persistently 

communicates that mission to the staff, parents, and students.  The principal understands and 

applies the characteristics of instructional effectiveness in the management of the instructional 

program (Lezotte, 1991), which includes the promotion of inquiry into student academic data.  

Hallinger (2000) and Murphy et al. (2006) also support the ideals associated with the 

principal serving as an instructional leader.  Hallinger (2000) notes that the most effective 
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principals who lead as instructional leaders are hip-deep in curriculum and instruction.  Murphy 

et al. (2006) proposes that the principal as an instructional leader is learning-centered, implying 

that principals have a strong orientation to and affinity for the core technology of learning and 

teaching.  In the area of pedagogy, they are knowledgeable about and deeply involved in the 

instructional program of the school and are heavily invested in instruction, spending considerable 

time on the teaching function (High & Achilles, 1986; Waters, Marzano, & McNulty, 2005; 

Wellisch, MacQueen, Carriere, & Duck, 1978).  Learning-centered leaders are also 

knowledgeable about assessment practices and are personally involved with colleagues in 

crafting, implementing, and monitoring assessment systems at the classroom and school levels 

(Murphy et al., 2006). 

The research associated with distributed leadership models also provided an applicable 

lens through which to ground this study.  The development of structures that promote inquiry 

into student data pre-assumes that teachers serve as leaders of their own learning and are 

empowered to effectively analyze student performance data in order to make instructional 

decisions.  Murphy (2005) divides actions of administrators in the service of distributed 

leadership into the following categories:  building strong relationships with teachers, rethinking 

conceptions of power, and fashioning organizational structures.  Furthermore, principals play a 

critical role in the establishment of a culture that embraces the notion of distributed leadership, as 

they occupy the critical space in the teacher leadership equation and center stage in the work 

redesign required to bring distributed leadership to life in schools (Heller and Firestone, 1994; 

Smylie, 1996, Leithwood et al., 2007).  

King (2002) notes that distributed leadership is about having the right people within the 

school community take on roles, engage in acts of leadership, and share with others what they 
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learn (King, 2002).  Copland (2003) suggests that distributed leadership is less dependent on the 

actions of singular visionary individuals but rather one that views leadership as a set of functions 

or qualities shared across a much broader segment of the school community that encompasses 

administrators, teachers, and other professionals and community members both internal and 

external.   A significant act of leadership that is worth consideration in a shared leadership model 

is that of data inquiry.  

In connecting distributed leadership practices with instructional leadership, Murphy et al. 

(2006) make note of the school leader’s significant role in communicating and utilizing data.  On 

the issue of use, instructionally grounded leaders ensure that assessment data is at the heart of (a) 

mission development, (b) instructional planning, (c) the evaluation of the curricular program, (d) 

the identification and design of services for special needs students, (e) monitoring progress on 

school goals and improvement efforts, and (f) the evaluation of the school staff.  They also 

unpack the meaning of data and results with staff--as a body of the whole, in appropriate groups, 

and individually (Murphy et al., 2006).  Instructional leaders are especially skillful in creating 

learning organizations and fostering the development of communities of learning (Murphy et al., 

2006). 

The important role that school leadership plays with regard to promoting practices that 

encourage data use is noted by a significant number of scholars and researchers.  Wayman 

(2005) points out that research on school improvement and school effectiveness has suggested 

that data use is central to the school improvement process (as cited in Chrispeels, 1992; Earl & 

Katz, 2002), and there are case studies available describing ways in which data has supported 

educational decisions (as cited in Feldman & Tung, 2001; Lachat, 2002; Pardini, 2000; 

Protheroe, 2001; and Symonds, 2003).  Wayman and Stringfield (2006) also establish that 
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several authors (Mandinach et al. 2005; Mieles and Foley, 2005; Wayman et al. 2004) have 

suggested that a data initiative involving teachers would be most useful if teacher involvement 

was widespread throughout the faculty and supported by efficient data systems.  

Knapp et al., (2006) note that the capacity for data-informed leadership--embodied in 

leaders’ values, expertise, theories of action, and the availability of data--sets the stage for 

particular leadership activities that bring systematic information into consideration by leaders 

and others.  Specifically, educational leaders who are so inclined build “cultures of inquiry” in 

their respective organizations and engage, along with others, in cycles of data-informed inquiry 

and action (Knapp, et al., 2006).  A central tenet of the culture of inquiry is that many players are 

participants in it, often implying that data-informed leadership is distributed, as are other aspects 

of the exercise of leadership (Knapp, et al., 2006).  Furthermore, leaders who find ways to 

stimulate and sustain inquiry into problems of practice confronting a school, district, or state 

system invite others to share in framing, conducting, and interpreting the inquiry and the 

subsequent actions based on it (Knapp, et al., 2006). 

This study explored how principal leadership promotes inquiry into student data in one 

high school.  The types of structures that the high school principals create in order to allow 

teachers to examine student academic data and various forms of qualitative data are essential 

elements of the research that was conducted.  The conceptual framework, which is 

fundamentally grounded in the empirical research surrounding instructional and distributed 

leadership, as well as data inquiry, provide an appropriate and essential lens by which to guide 

this examination.  
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Research Questions 

The research questions this study addressed are grounded in the systems perspective of 

qualitative research, whereby the system is composed of both elements and relationships.  The 

setting of this study is one high school.  Two elements, element A and element B, exist within 

that setting.  Element A is labeled as structure development, as created by the principal.  Element 

B is labeled as student achievement, as perceived by the teachers in the setting. This framework, 

noted as Figure 1, illustrates the perceived relationship between the structures that have been 

established that allow for inquiry into student data and the impact that those structures have had 

on student achievement.   

Figure 1:  Guiding Framework  

Element A  Element B   

 Relationship 

 

                                

                  

                  Principal                                                                              Perception by High School Teachers  

Setting:  One High School  
 

The four primary research questions this study addressed were: (1). What structures can 

high school principals develop and implement that promote inquiry by teachers and 

administrators into data? (2). What structures positively impact student academic achievement, 

as perceived by high school teachers and principals? (3). How are teachers and administrators 

using student achievement data in their instructional decision-making? and (4). What are the 

Structure 
Development 

Student 
Achievement 
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qualitative data elements that school leaders might consider to inform the ongoing planning and 

decision-making process? 

Methodology Overview 

 The primary method for obtaining data for this treatise was a case study.  Merriam (1998) 

comments that a case study allows the researcher to achieve deep understanding of the situation 

and its meaning for the people influenced by the situation. Over the course of four months, a 

total of ten full-day visits were made to the high school for the purpose of collecting data.  

 To achieve validity of the research findings, the following data collection methods were 

employed: (1). Individual interviews, (2). A survey instrument, (3). The collection of relevant 

documents, and (4). Observations.  The processes used to conduct individual interviews followed 

the guidelines developed by Kvale (1996) and other notable scholars in this field (Berg, 2009; 

Robson, 2002).  Individual interviews were semi-structured; a standard set of questions were 

used, but the researcher had flexibility to move in different directions as the interview unfolds.  

A survey was also administered to all core instructional staff.  

The individual interviews were audio-taped.  The interviews were transcribed and 

examined in order to reveal the elements that emerge; these elements were then coded.  The 

codes assisted in producing themes that surfaced.  Pertinent documents and survey results were 

also examined for consistency/inconsistency with these themes.  To achieve quality data 

analysis, participant checks, the triangulation of data, and exploration of researcher bias were 

utilized.  The name of the school was changed in order to maintain confidentiality.  In addition, 

names of the individuals who will be interviewed were collected.  
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Limitations of the Study 

 The fact that data will be collected by means of a single case study in one purposefully 

selected high school offers a significant limitation.  While the research results might be 

applicable to other schools, the practices regarding data inquiry might not be currently found in 

such schools.  Thus, while the particular mode of inquiry is expected to yield rich analysis of the 

phenomena under investigation in the research setting, conclusions about these phenomena were 

not necessarily generalizable to other settings. 

A second limitation exists in the number of individuals who were interviewed.  Only a 

select group of teachers and administrators were interviewed.  Participants were selected based 

on the number of years served at the school and based on the informal and formal leadership 

positions they held, such as administrative team member or department chair.  

Definition of Terms 

 There are several terms unique to the lexicon of educational leadership used in this study.  

Similarly, a number of research expressions were used.  To make certain the use of these terms 

did not reduce the clarity of the study, they are defined below. 

Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) 

 The term Academic Excellence Indicator System (AEIS) refers to the state of Texas’ 

school and district accountability reporting system.  

Achievement 

 The term achievement refers to a student’s academic ability.  It is typically quantified by 

high school grade point average and standardized aptitude test scores. 
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Annual dropout rate 

 The term annual dropout rate refers to the “percentage of students who drop out of 

school during one school year” (Texas Education Agency, 2008, p. 2).  

Collaboration  

 The term collaboration refers to a process that is marked by individuals who “work 

together with others, especially in an intellectual endeavor” (Bernhardt, 2003, p. 80).  In schools, 

these individuals include students, teachers and administrators. 

Completion Rate 

 The term completion rate refers to a component of the Texas accountability system 

for secondary schools.  A completion rate is the percentage of students from a class of ninth 

graders who complete their high school education by their anticipated graduation date (Texas 

Education Agency, 2008, p.4).  

Core subjects 

 The term core subjects refers to the subjects of English Language Arts, Mathematics,  
 
Science, and Social Studies.  

Data 
 The term data refers to information.  It typically appears in quantitative forms, such as 

student performance results on standardized tests and other assessments, as well as in qualitative 

forms, such as student work.   

Data driven decision-making 

 The term data driven decision-making refers to the use of data to “make decisions about 

policies, programs, and individual students” (Waters et al., 2003, p. 1). 
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Distributed leadership 

The term distributed leadership refers to the act of sharing leadership responsibilities 

with others. Within a school setting, distributed leadership is about having the right people 

within the school community take on roles, engage in acts of leadership, and share with others 

what they learn (King, 2002).  

Inquiry  

 The term inquiry refers to the process by which individuals in school settings pose 

questions and gather answers to those questions.  This process is most closely associated with 

questions surrounding student academic performance based on data.  

Instructional leadership 

The term instructional leadership is defined as “a series of behaviors that are designed to 

affect classroom instruction” (Leithwood et al., 1994).   

Instructional staff 

 The term instructional staff refers to professionals employed at a school who serve as a 

classroom teacher.  

Structures 

 The term structures refers to organizational elements that have been developed and 

implemented to enhance the school, as an organization, achieve its goals and tasks.  In a school 

setting, structures may include meetings, time and opportunities for collaboration.  

TAKS 

The term TAKS refers to the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills. TAKS 

measures a student’s mastery of the state-mandated curriculum, the Texas Essential Knowledge 

and Skills (TEKS).  TAKS is administered for grades 3–9 reading , grades 3–10 and exit level 



   
 

14 
 

mathematics, grades 4 and 7 writing, grade 10 and exit level English language arts (ELA) , 

grades 5, 8, 10, and exit level science and grades 8, 10, and exit level social studies (Texas 

Education Agency, 2008).  

Time  

 The term time refers to the minutes that are provided in a given day or week for teachers 

and administrators to work together.  

Overview of the Texas State Accountability System 

As is discussed in chapter three, the site selected for this study is a high school in central 

Texas.  For that reason alone, it is beneficial to provide pertinent information related to the Texas 

state accountability systems, which was revised in 2004.  At the conclusion of each school year, 

the Texas Education Agency (TEA) issues a performance rating to each campus.  These ratings 

are based on three indicators:  

Performance on TAKS; annual dropout rates for Grades 7-8; and Grade 9 longitudinal 

completion rates, which reflect the percentage of beginning ninth-grade students who 

complete high school by the cohort's anticipated graduation date four years later.  TAKS 

results, annual dropout rates, and longitudinal completion rates are evaluated for 

individual student groups (African American, Hispanic, White, and economically 

disadvantaged), as well as for all students (Texas Education Agency, 2008, p. 67).  

There are four ratings for districts and campuses under standard accountability 

procedures: Exemplary, Recognized, Academically Acceptable, and Academically Unacceptable. 

Each year, the requirements for each rating category increases.  Table 1.1 provides an overview 

of the requirements for each rating beginning with the 2005-06 school year.  
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Table 1.1 Texas Requirements Rating Overview  
Year Base Indicators Academically Acceptable Recognized Exemplary  

2005-06 TAKS 
*All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 

Meets each standard: 
*Reading/ELA: 60% 
*Writing:  60% 
*SS:  60% 
*Mathematics:  40% 
*Science:  35% 
OR Meets Required 
Improvement 

Meets 70% standard 
for each subject OR 
Meets 65% floor and 
Required 
Improvement 

Meets 90% 
standard for each 
subject 

 Completion Rate I (Class of 
2005) 
All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 

Meets 75.0% standard OR 
Meets Required 
Improvement 

Meets 85.0% 
standard OR Meets 
floor of 80% and 
Required 
Improvement 

Meets 95.0% 
standard 

 Annual Dropout Rate (2004-
05) 
All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 

Meets 1.0% standard  Meets 0.7% standard 
OR Meets 0.9% floor 
and Required 
Improvement  

Meets 0.2% 
standard  

2006-07 TAKS 
*All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 

Meets each standard: 
*Reading/ELA: 65% 
*Writing:  65% 
*SS:  65% 
*Mathematics:  45% 
*Science:  40% 
OR Meets Required 
Improvement 

Meets 75% standard 
for each subject OR 
Meets 70% floor and 
Required 
Improvement 

Meets 90% 
standard for each 
subject 

 Completion Rate I (Class of 
2006) 
All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 

Meets 75.0% standard OR 
Meets Required 
Improvement 

Meets 85.0% 
standard OR Meets 
floor of 80% and 
Required 
Improvement 

Meets 95.0% 
standard 

 Annual Dropout Rate (2005-
06) 
All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 

Meets 1.0% standard  Meets 0.7% standard  Meets 0.2% 
standard  
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2007-08 TAKS 
*All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 
*TAKS (Accommodated) 

Meets each standard: 
*Reading/ELA: 70% 
*Writing:  65% 
*SS:  65% 
*Mathematics:  50% 
*Science:  45% 
OR Meets Required 
Improvement 

Meets 75% standard 
for each subject OR 
Meets 70% floor and 
Required 
Improvement 

Meets 90% 
standard for each 
subject 

 Completion Rate I (Class of 
2007) 
All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 

Meets 75.0% standard OR 
Meets Required 
Improvement 

Meets 85.0% 
standard OR Meets 
floor of 75% and 
Required 
Improvement 

Meets 95.0% 
standard 

 Annual Dropout Rate (2006-
07) 
All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 

Meets 2.0% standard OR 
Meets Required 
Improvement  

Meets 2.0% standard 
OR Meets Required 
Improvement  

Meets 2.0% 
standard OR 
Meets Required 
Improvement 

2008-09 TAKS 
*All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 
*TAKS (Accommodated)  

Meets each standard: 
*Reading/ELA: 70% 
*Writing:  70% 
*SS:  70% 
*Mathematics:  55% 
*Science:  50% 
OR Meets Required 
Improvement OR Meets 
standard with TPM 

Meets 75% standard 
for each subject OR 
Meets 70% floor and 
Required 
Improvement OR 
Meets standard with 
TPM 

Meets 90% 
standard for each 
subject OR Meets 
standard with 
TPM 

 Completion Rate I (Class of 
2008) 
All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 

Meets 75.0% standard OR 
Meets Required 
Improvement 

Meets 85.0% 
standard OR Meets 
floor of 75% and 
Required 
Improvement  

Meets 95.0% 
standard  

 Annual Dropout Rate (2007-
08) 
All students and each student 
group meeting minimum size: 
*African American 
*Hispanic 
*White 
*Econ. Disadv. 

Meets 2.0% standard OR 
Meets Required 
Improvement  

Meets 2.0% standard 
OR Meets Required 
Improvement  

Meets 2.0% 
standard OR 
Meets Required 
Improvement 

Source:  Texas Education Agency, 2008 
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Treatise Organization  

 This treatise is organized into five chapters.  Chapter one introduces the context of the 

study, the problem to be addressed, an overview of the conceptual framework and methodology, 

and the research questions that served as guiding principles.  Limitations of the study were also 

included in this first chapter.  Chapter two presents a literature review that outlines the 

educational leadership research, with specific emphasis on instructional and distributed 

leadership models.  The impact of data-driven decision making on school performance and the 

role that the principal plays in the data inquiry process is also presented.  Chapter three explains 

the methodology used to generate the findings of the research.  Chapter four presents the actual 

research findings of the case study on structures that promote data inquiry.  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 Two 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview  

The purpose of the literature review is to examine the research regarding school 

leadership and the impact of such leadership on improving data use and data inquiry, specifically 

at the high school level.  The review begins with a brief history of the theories associated with 

leadership in general, as well as an overview of the research regarding school leadership.  An 

examination of the literature that is associated with principal leadership in the modern era, 

specifically instructional and distributed leadership models, follows the review of historical 

leadership theories.  The review of research concludes with an analysis of the literature 

associated with data inquiry, which includes the role of the school leader in supporting such.  

The literature review is followed by a discussion regarding the principal’s role in supporting data 

use and ends with a final set of points to consider.   

Historical Perspectives of Leadership 

 The idea that leaders should influence data inquiry and data use within their organizations 

was not a major aspect of early definitions of leadership.  Beginning in the nineteenth century, 

definitions of leadership began to emerge out of Thomas Carlyle’s (1888) great man theory, 

which is based on the notion that as “great men,” or heroes, individuals used power to influence 

history through their traits, skills, and abilities.  In his book On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the 

Heroic in History (1888), Carlyle commented that "The history of the world is but the biography 

of great men" (p. 2) reflecting his belief that rare individuals impact history through both their 

personal characteristics and ability to inspire others.  The concept of one primary leader leading 

his or her followers was accepted socially, culturally, and politically for many years to come.  
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 Regarding the definitions of leadership in the United States, Rost (1991) provides the 

following historical perspectives:  In the 1920s, the term leadership was linked with the term 

management, and emphasized control and efficiency; the concept of a leader working with a 

group of followers around an interest determined by the leader emerged in the 1930s; the 1940s 

presented the view of leaders working with others in group settings; leadership as an influence 

relationship between leaders and followers working with shared purposes emerged in the 1950s; 

in the 1960s leadership was viewed as a behavior where leaders direct and coordinate the work 

of followers; the idea of leadership as management resurfaced in the 1970s.  Within each of these 

definitions and associated decades, the notion that leaders should promote and support data 

inquiry did not surface as a prominent fixture.  

In the late 1970s, the work of Burns (1978) emerged as a catalyst for promoting the ideals 

associated with leadership styles that may have an impact on organizational improvement.  The 

transformational leader described by Burns (1978) is based on the premise that leaders and 

followers are bound together by their morals, values, and motivation.  Burns (1978) remarks that 

“leadership…is thus inseparable from followers’ needs, and goals.  The essence of the leader-

follower relation is the interaction of persons with different levels of motivations and of power 

potential, including skill, in pursuit of a common or at least joint purpose” (p. 19).  This pursuit 

of common purpose implies the need of both the leader and the follower to continuously 

improve.  

Elaborating on Burns’ (1978) concepts of leadership, Rost (1991) comments “leadership 

is an influence relationship among leaders and followers who intend real changes that reflect 

their mutual purpose” (p. 102).  Four main components that are apparent in leadership practice 

are also offered by Rost (1991):  (1) the leadership relationship is based on influence that is 
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multidirectional and noncoercive; (2) multiple leaders and followers are active participants in the 

leadership relationship; (3) leaders and followers intend real changes; and (4) leaders and 

followers develop and share mutual purposes.  The definitions of leadership provided by Burns 

(1978) and Rost (1991) laid the foundation for a discernible movement in leadership theory, 

research and practice.  

School Leadership, Reform, and Accountability  

Beginning in the late 1970s and early 1980s, research regarding education leadership 

began to focus on the role that school leaders play in continuous organizational improvement. 

The 1983 publication entitled A Nation at Risk claimed that American “students were not 

studying the right subjects, were not working hard enough, and were not learning enough.  Their 

schools suffered from slack and uneven standards” (Finn, 1989, p. 17).  As a result, states and 

districts began to raise standards and implement testing programs to determine if students were 

meeting such standards.  Subsequently, school personnel, including the principal, were held to 

higher expectations and were pushed to renew their focus on the core academic subjects. 

Huffman, Hipp, Pankake, & Moller (2001) note that during this movement, “students and 

teachers were told to work harder and accomplish more with limited resources” (p. 449).  For 

many states and districts, A Nation at Risk not only served as a wake-up call regarding student 

academic performance but also as an impetus for the development of accountability systems that 

would require school leaders to begin to utilize student performance data to make organizational 

decisions.  

During the late 1980s and early 1990s, a new education reform movement took shape.  Its 

“aim was to free schools from the confines of local, state, and federal bureaucracy and to 

empower those who were active in the school community to make the decisions that affect the 
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community” (Urban & Wagoner, 2000, p. 357).  Dufour and Eaker (1998) refer to this 

movement as the restructuring movement, marked by site-based decision-making and shared 

decision-making.  During the mid-1990s, many states enacted comprehensive education-reform 

legislation and enacted policies that called for additional graduation requirements, a decrease in 

the average class size, requirements for teachers to take literacy exams and for students to pass 

standardized tests, and a redesign of teacher-licensing requirements (Finn, 1989).  

In 2002, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) established policy, at both the federal and 

state levels, that required that schools and districts receiving federal Title I funds be held 

accountable for student academic performance based on standardized tests.  Schools that fail to 

meet the requirements set forth by state and federal law face consequences, the most drastic of 

which include school closures, teacher and administrative reassignment and school choice.  

Accountability is a decidedly prominent feature of NCLB (Linn, 2000).  While the policies 

associated with NCLB have been praised for the degree of accountability set forth, the 

accountability system itself lacks a significant component:  the provision of strategies and 

suggestions for schools to consider for making required improvement. Scholars such as Elmore 

(2005) note this as, “a fundamental design flaw in current accountability systems; the failure of 

policy-makers to bring capacity-building measures into alignment with performance measures in 

the design of accountability systems” (pp. 25-26).  

Due to the manner in which current state and federal accountability systems have been 

crafted, the collection and analysis of student academic performance data on the part of school 

administrators has become profoundly important.  The ability of the school leader to influence 

data inquiry has become so critical that it is listed as a core function in the ISLLC Standards for 

School Leaders (2008).  Standard II, which describes successful educational leaders as those who 
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create and sustain a supportive school culture and effective instructional program, notes that the 

effective school leader has the ability to “develop assessment and accountability systems to 

monitor student progress” (p. 14).  Clearly, the ideals associated with data inquiry and the role of 

the building principal in supporting such inquiry have become increasingly important when it 

comes to improving school performance in an era of accountability.   

Principal Leadership  

During the past decade, the impact of principal leadership on academic and school 

performance has been widely researched.  Leadership is second only to classroom instruction 

among school-related factors that influence student outcomes, according to an extensive review 

of the research literature conducted by Leithwood et al. (2004).  In How Leadership Influences 

Learning (Leithwood et al., 2004), three broad sets of leadership practices that are consistently 

linked to improved student learning were identified:  setting directions, developing people, and 

redesigning the organization.  In reviews of highly successful schools, the role that leadership 

plays in improving student achievement has gotten significant attention.  Waters et al. (2003) 

conducted a meta-analysis of 70 studies in which researchers found “a substantial relationship 

between leadership and student achievement” (p. 3).  The analysis indicated that improvements 

of one standard deviation across leadership responsibilities result in increases of 10 percentile 

points in student achievement (Waters et. al, 2003).  

Leithwood and Riehl (2003) provide additional research that stresses the importance of 

leadership and the impact that such leadership has on student learning.  Specifically, Leithwood 

and Riehl (2003) note that case studies of exceptional schools indicate that “school leaders 

influence learning primarily by galvanizing effort around ambitious goals and by establishing 

conditions that support teachers and that help students succeed” (p. 3).  Furthermore, large-scale 
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quantitative studies of schooling conclude that “the effects of leadership on student learning are 

small but educationally significant” (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003, p. 3) and that in these studies, 

such effects appear to be mostly indirect.  

When it comes to increasing student learning, Barkley et al. (2001) have identified a set 

of strategies that school leaders should consider employing:  (1) modeling learning; (2) providing 

compelling reasons for others to learn; and (3) creating a coaching environment for continuous 

growth.  Barkley et al. (2001) also note that leaders of high-performing schools have visions of 

what a school should do.  They know how to support their visions with funding, time and other 

resources.  They can retain their focus and carry most students, parents and teachers, as well as 

the community, along with them.  These leaders know that developing leadership potential in 

others is essential to large-scale efforts and is a key to the primary goal of making and sustaining 

gains in student achievement (Barkley et al., 2001).   

Regarding the impact that principal leadership has on improving student academic 

achievement, student engagement is cited as a critical factor worth consideration (Leithwood & 

Jantzi, 1999).  The results of Leithwood and Jantzi’s (1999) study on the effects of principal and 

teacher leadership on student engagement indicated that principal leadership effects reach 

statistical significance while teacher leadership effects do not.  Leithwood and Jantzi (1999) 

remark “the relationships between this source of leadership [principal] and all five school 

conditions measured in the study are significant, explaining a total of 27% of the variation in 

those conditions” (p. 697).  

In recent years, research has converged on the importance of three aspects of the 

principal’s job (Davis et al., 2005):  developing a deep understanding of how to support teachers; 

managing the curriculum in ways that promote student learning; and developing the ability to 
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transform schools into more effective organizations that foster powerful teaching and learning 

for all students.  Due to the increasing demands associated with the school leader, the notion of 

“principal as hero” has become a form of the past and has caused the literature to propose models 

that support the notion of sharing leadership.   

Distributed Leadership 

The research associated with distributed leadership models also provides an applicable 

lens through which to ground this study.  The development of structures that promote inquiry 

into student data pre-assumes that teachers serve as leaders of their own learning and are 

empowered to effectively analyze student performance data in order to make instructional 

decisions.  Murphy (2005) partitions actions of administrators in the service of distributed 

leadership into the following categories:  building strong relationships with teachers, rethinking 

conceptions of power, and fashioning organizational structures.  Clearly, principals play a critical 

role in the establishment of a culture that embraces the notion of distributed leadership, as they 

occupy the critical space in the teacher leadership equation and center stage in the work redesign 

required to bring distributed leadership to life in schools (Heller and Firestone, 1994; Smylie, 

1996, Leithwood et al., 2007).  

Spillane (2005) remarks “distributed leadership is first and foremost about leadership 

practice rather than leaders or their roles, functions, routines and structures” (p. 144).  In 

describing the research associated with distributed leadership that emerged out of studies of 

successful elementary schools, Spillane (2005) references The Distributed Leadership Study 

(2004), which showed that “the responsibility for leadership routines involves multiple leaders” 

(p. 145).  The Distributed Leadership Study’s (2004) examination of leadership performance 

“documents how leadership practice is defined through the interactions of two or more leaders” 
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(Spillane, 2005, p. 145).  Regarding the alignment of distributed leadership to data inquiry, the 

Distributed Leadership Study (2004) notes the use of student assessment data by all schools 

examined.  Spillane (2005) synthesizes the impact of student assessment noted in the study as 

follows: 

In an effort to reflect the district’s policy of holding schools accountable for student  

achievement, the student assessment data tool framed leadership practice in a particular  

way across all schools by focusing leadership practice on curriculum content coverage.  

The student assessment tool, however, was transformed differently in and through  

leadership practice at each school.  In some schools, assessment data were reported, 

problem areas were identified, and specific topics on which teachers should focus were 

presented at faculty meetings. In other schools, assessment data were used differently.  At 

Baxter School, for example, assessment data were disaggregated and used as the basis for 

ongoing conversations about instructional improvement and curricular priorities (p. 148).  

Regarding the use of distributed leadership models in connection with instructional 

leadership, Lambert (2002) remarks “leadership is the professional work of everyone in the 

school.  The days of the principal as the lone instructional leader are over.  Everyone has the 

right, responsibility, and ability to be a leader,” (p.37).  While various definitions of distributed  

leadership exist in the literature, a clear foundational understanding remains constant throughout: 

distributed leadership is about having the right people within the school community take on 

roles, engage in acts of leadership, and share with others what they learn (King, 2002).  

Elmore (2000) further supports the ideals associated with distributed leadership by 

proposing that school leaders be able to determine who in the school possesses the skills, 

knowledge, and desire to complete particular tasks.  Elmore (2000) states “organizing these 
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diverse competencies into a coherent whole requires understanding how individuals vary, how 

their particular knowledge and skill of one person can be made to complement that of another, 

and how the competencies of some can be shared with others” (p. 15).  When utilizing 

distributed leadership models for school improvement, Elmore (2000) suggests the following 

five principles for consideration:  (1) leadership is for improving of instruction and performance; 

(2) continuous learning is necessary for improving instruction; (3) learning requires modeling; 

(4) learning causes shifts in leadership; (5) the exercise of authority requires reciprocity of 

accountability and capacity (pp. 20-21).  Inherent in these five principles is the notion that key 

continuous improvement strategies, such as using data to make decisions and promoting data 

inquiry, are profoundly important when utilizing and promoting distributed leadership models.  

The literature also refers to distributed leadership as collective, collaborative, or shared 

leadership.  In two-year case study at one elementary school conducted by Eilers and Camacho 

(2007) concluded that the ability of the building principal to lead collaboratively significantly 

impacted the school’s improvement efforts.  Specifically, “the principal demonstrated 

collaborative leadership in two instrumental ways:  either by serving as a model to teachers by 

practicing continuous learning himself or by collaborating with staff and various resources 

offered by the district” (p. 625).   

Leithwood and Mascall’s (2008) study entitled Collective Leadership Effects on Student 

Achievement aimed to estimate the impact of shared leadership on critical teacher variables and 

student achievement.  In this study, 2,570 teacher responses from 90 elementary and secondary 

in which four or more teachers completed usable surveys concluded that collective leadership 

“explains a significant proportion (20%) of variation in student achievement across schools and 

has modest but significant indirect effects on student achievement” (Leithwood & Mascall, 2008, 
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pp. 545-546).  Furthermore, “higher achieving schools awarded leadership influence to all school 

members and other stakeholders to a greater degree than that of lower-achieving schools. These 

differences were most significant in relation to the leadership exercised by school teams, parents, 

and students.  Principals were awarded the highest level of influence in schools at all levels of 

achievement” (p. 529).  

Instructional Leadership  

 The school leader as an instructional leader has become a widely researched and utilized 

ideal for schools and districts to promote in order to achieve higher degrees of academic and 

organizational success.  With its birthplace in the ‘instructional effective elementary school’ 

(Edmonds, 1979), instructional leadership was generally conceived to be a unitary role of the 

elementary school principal (Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982).  Effective schools research 

conducted by Lezotte (1991) establish that in the effective school, the principal acts as an 

instructional leader and effectively and persistently communicates the mission to the staff, 

parents, and students.  The principal understands and applies the characteristics of instructional 

effectiveness in the management of the instructional program (Lezotte, 1991), which includes the 

promotion of inquiry into student academic data.  

 The principal as an instructional leader implies the need for school leaders to possess the 

skills and abilities required to increase teacher and student performance.  Blase and Blase’ 

(1999) study sheds light on the impact of instructional leadership as perceived by teachers.  Two 

themes emerged out of this study:  “(a). talking with teachers to promote reflection and (b). 

promoting professional growth” (Blase & Blase, 1999, p. 367).  Specifically, the study findings 

reveal the strategies that might be utilized by an effective instructional leader: 
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Our data indicate that the theme of talking with teachers to promote reflection included 

principal strategies of making suggestions, giving feedback, modeling, using inquiry and 

soliciting advice and opinions from teachers, and giving praise. Strategies associated with 

promoting professional growth included emphasis on the study of teaching and learning, 

support for collaboration, development of coaching relationships, support for program 

redesign, application of the principles of adult growth and development to all phases of 

teacher development programs, and use of action research. Theoretically speaking, our 

data suggest that each of the instructional leadership strategies described above have 

strong enhancing effects on teachers emotionally, cognitively, and behaviorally (Blasé & 

Blasé, 1999, p. 367).   

Dufour and Marzano (2009) note that research on the principalship has consistently 

described the most effective principals as instructional leaders, an image that has the principal 

“hip-deep in curriculum and instruction,” (as cited in Hallinger, 2000). Dufour and Marzano 

(2009) recommend the term learning leaders, those who focus on evidence of learning, which 

includes student academic performance data.  When principals make the transition from 

instructional leaders to learning leaders, they move the conversation from “What was taught?” or 

“How was it taught?” to the far more important questions of “What was learned?” and “How can 

we use evidence of learning to strengthen our professional practice?” (Dufour and Marzano, 

2009).  

Murphy et al. (2006) offer a large body of research associated with the idea of the 

principal serving as a learning-centered leader.  The notion of learning-centered leadership 

implies that principals have a strong orientation to and affinity for the core technology of 

learning and teaching (Murphy et al., 2006).  In the area of pedagogy, they are knowledgeable 
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about and deeply involved in the instructional program of the school and are heavily invested in 

instruction, spending considerable time on the teaching function (High & Achilles, 1986; 

Marzano, Waters & McNulty, 2005; Wellisch, MacQueen, Carriere, & Duck, 1978). 

Furthermore, learning-centered leaders are knowledgeable about assessment practices and are 

personally involved with colleagues in crafting, implementing, and monitoring assessment 

systems at the classroom and school levels (Murphy et al., 2006). 

Marks and Printy’s (2003) study also illustrates the impact of instructional leadership on 

improving academic achievement.  This study, which focused on transformational and 

instructional leadership practices on the part of the principal, found that “the absence of shared 

instructional leadership in schools that lacked transformational leadership is an important 

finding.  Whereas transformational leadership is its prerequisite, moreover, shared instructional 

leadership will not develop unless it is intentionally sought and fostered” (Marks & Printy, 2003, 

p. 392).  Furthermore, Marks and Printy’s (2003) research established the term integrated 

leadership, whereby “transformational leadership is coupled with shared instructional leadership.  

Where integrated leadership was normative, teachers provided evidence of high-quality 

pedagogy and student performed at high levels on authentic measures of achievement” (p. 392).  

In assessing the literature on instructional leadership, a broad description of the types of 

leadership behaviors an instructional leader should practice are presented, many of which imply 

the concepts associated with supporting data use and inquiry.  Leithwood et al. (1994) describes 

instructional leadership as a series of behaviors that is designed to affect classroom instruction. 

In this environment, principals are responsible for informing teachers about new educational 

strategies, technologies and tools that apply to effective instruction.  Andrews and Soder (1987) 

describe the effective instructional leader as a principal performing at high levels in four areas:  
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resource provider, instructional resource, communicator, and visible presence in the school. 

Heck (1992) studied instructional leadership behaviors of elementary and high school principals 

in high achieving and low achieving schools to determine whether school performance could be 

predicted through examination of behaviors.  The results of Heck’s (1992) survey indicated that 

principals in high-achieving schools, as measured by academic achievement in a variety of areas, 

are more effective instructional leaders than their counterparts in consistently low-achieving 

schools.  

Research conducted by Ruff and Shoho (2005) also support the results of Heck’s (1993) 

survey through the examination of instructional leadership at the elementary level by means of 

mental models.  In this study, the mental models of three elementary principals, one novice, one 

experienced and one distinguished, were analyzed.  The study found that for the beginning 

principal, “the assumption that the instructional leader must maintain a balance between people 

and programs appeared to be segregated and separate from his work with people…rather than 

integrate the work or work with people on the programs, his focus was on maintaining the two as 

separate but in balance” (Ruff & Shoho, 2005, p. 572).  For the experienced principal, the mental 

model was “considered to be typical demonstrated assumptions of an internalized locus of 

control and an emerging alignment among the elements of the mental model” (Ruff & Shoho, 

2005, p. 572).  Furthermore, this mental model was “grounded in the assumption that leadership 

resides within the person of the principal” (Ruff & Shoho, 2005, p. 573).  Finally, the mental 

model of the distinguished principal “held an internal locus of control, had a global assessment 

standard for instructional leadership, and took an organization orientation rather than a personal 

orientation of leadership…instructional leadership is a collaborative process” (Ruff & Shoho, 

2005, p. 573).  
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 The literature presents a wide array of definitions, attributes and behaviors of effective 

principal leadership to consider, most notably, models of distributive and instructional 

leadership.  Leadership has a direct effect on student and organizational performance and the role 

that the principal plays is of critical significance.  In an era of accountability that has placed 

profound emphasis on teaching, learning, and assessment, the school principal is required to not 

only manage the day-to-day operations of the building and ensure the safety of each student, but 

also manage the curricular and instructional program while promoting the school’s mission.  A 

significant element of such instructional program management is the promotion of inquiry into 

student and organizational data.  The degree of organizational success is largely dependent upon 

the skills and abilities of the school principal as leader, a factor of school performance that is not 

likely to disappear any time in the near future.  

The Importance of Data Use and the Role of the Principal  

The NCLB (2002) act most assuredly forced the system of education to increase the use 

of standardized and high-stakes achievement tests to make decisions that effect student 

placement and student success.  Many argue that the use of standards and accountability-based 

reform concepts are not new to the field of education.  Darling-Hammond (2004) notes that the 

use of standards and “test scores as the basis for promoting students from grade to grade, 

determining program placements [e.g., to compensatory or gifted and talented classes], and 

making graduation decisions…replicate policies that have come and gone many times before” (p. 

1052).  While the dimensions of the accountability-based reform movement prescribed by NCLB 

(2002) may not be new to some, it appears that for the majority of educators and school leaders, 

the law served as the impetus to design ways in which to systematically and consistently collect 

and analyze quantitative and qualitative student performance data in order to make decisions on a 
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daily basis.  In today’s society, teachers, parents and students, as well as the general public, 

utilize data as a way of assessing the organizational progress of the school.  For the school 

principal, effectively utilizing data and establishing structures that support data inquiry is of 

critical importance.  

Significant research studies have been conducted that illuminate the importance of data 

use and leadership.  Schmoker’s (1999) examination of successful schools in the United States 

concluded that “the combination of three concepts constitutes the foundation for results:  

meaningful, informed teamwork; clear, measurable goals; and the regular collection and analysis 

of performance data” (p. 2).  Sutherland’s (2004) research, which emerged out of a 4-year study 

of 12 schools involved in Comprehensive School Reform (CSR), noted that “with the appropriate 

mix of external requirements and internal motivation, structure and capacity, a school can 

promote and maintain a culture of data use” (p. 290).  Inherent within these requirements, 

Sutherland (2004) suggests, are enthusiastic leaders and structures that promote continuous 

organizational learning.  Bergeson’s (2003) research-based resource entitled The Nine 

Characteristics of High-Performing Schools analyzed over 20 studies meant to identify 

characteristics of highly successful schools.  Effective leadership, high levels of communication 

and collaboration, and frequent monitoring of learning and teaching emerged as critical traits to 

consider along the school improvement journey.  

Murphy et al. (2006) make note of the school and district leader’s significant role in 

communicating and utilizing data.  On the issue of use, instructionally grounded leaders ensure 

that assessment data is at the heart of (a) mission development, (b) instructional planning, (c) the 

evaluation of the curricular program, (d) the identification and design of services for special 

needs students, (e) monitoring progress on school goals and improvement efforts, and (f) the 
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evaluation of the school staff.  They also unpack the meaning of data and results with staff--as a 

body of the whole, in appropriate groups, and individually (Murphy et al., 2006).  Instructional 

leaders are especially skillful in creating learning organizations and fostering the development of 

communities of learning (Murphy et al., 2006).  They are vigorous promoters of professional 

development, they nurture the growth of communities of professional practice, and they shape 

school organizations to adhere to the principles of community (Murphy et al., 2006).  Using data 

to become better informed has become a national education movement, one that requires a new 

set of skills and a new way of thinking and doing on the part of all school stakeholders, 

especially that of the principal.   

Using Data to Become Better Informed  

Effectively collecting and analyzing student data by key school and district stakeholders 

is essential to improving the academic performance of the campus.  Significant research on using 

data to become a better-informed school district has shed light on what educational leaders can 

and should promote with regard to utilizing data effectively.  Wayman, Cho, and Johnston 

(2007) define the data-informed district (DID) as one where the conduct of education is 

integrated, supported, aligned, and understood at every level of the district and where effective, 

sensible uses of data inform educational practice throughout.  A critical component to becoming 

more data-informed is the alignment of goals, processes and understandings on the part of all 

stakeholders.  Wayman, Cho, and Johnston (2007) refer to this process as calibration, whereby 

clear understandings exist regarding how education will be conducted, what is meant by 

learning, and how data will be used to understand and support these.  

Wayman, Cho, and Johnston (2007) recommend starting the calibration process with a 

tight focus on teaching and learning, driven by the following questions: (1) What do we mean by 
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learning and achievement?; (2) How will we conduct and support teaching and learning?; (3) 

How will we know teaching and learning when we see it?; and (4) What action will we take 

based on our results?  Inherent in the calibration process is the notion of data inquiry and data 

use on the part of all school stakeholders in order to make organizational and instructional 

decisions.  The ability of school and district leaders to create structures, processes and materials 

that enable data inquiry to succeed independent of specific individuals or personalities (Wayman, 

Cho, and Johnston, 2007) is critical to the overall success of the organization.  

Aligning systems to provide school personnel with the opportunity to effectively use data 

when making organizational decisions is also supported by the research conducted by Corbett, 

Wilson, and Williams (2002), who investigated two successful schools.  They concluded 

“offering systemic professional development, exhibiting visionary leadership, creating congruent 

organizational structures, connecting to parents, and establishing complementary policies” 

(Corbett, Wilson, and Williams, 2002, p. 150) were ways in which a ‘all students can learn’ 

philosophy and culture was established across the two schools investigated.   Furthermore, 

according to Corbett, Wilson, and Williams (2002), teachers and school leaders who used data to 

drive the continuous improvement process and to emphasize a focus on success for all students, 

were more likely to develop and sustain a culture that is marked by shared, data-driven decision 

making.  

Luo’s (2008) study, which examined data-driven decision making practices, also 

illustrates the importance of using data to become better informed, especially on the part of the 

building principal.  The study, which was conducted across 183 public high schools in a 

Midwestern state, found that “principals use data more frequently in instructional and 

organization operational leadership than in the leadership dimensions of school vision and 
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collaborative partnerships” (p. 603).  Regarding the factors that impact data use, Luo (2008) 

notes that “human-related factors such as perceptions of data quality and data analysis skills 

seemed to have direct effects on data use in addressing administrative problems in instruction 

and organizational operation, which were used frequently.  Organization-related factors such as 

school district requirement and accessibility of data tended to have more direct influence on data 

use in the leadership dimensions of school vision and collaborative partnerships, where data was 

used less often.” (p. 603).  

The Role of the Principal in Supporting Data Inquiry 

The important role that school leadership plays with regard to promoting practices that 

encourage data use is noted by a significant number of scholars and researchers.  Wayman 

(2005) points out that research on school improvement and school effectiveness has suggested 

that data use is central to the school improvement process (as cited in Chrispeels, 1992; Earl & 

Katz, 2002), and there are case studies available describing ways in which data has supported 

educational decisions (as cited in Feldman & Tung, 2001; Lachat, 2002; Pardini, 2000; 

Protheroe, 2001; and Symonds, 2003).  Principals play a critical role in supporting data use 

among school stakeholders through the use of distributed leadership models.  Copland (2003) 

suggests that distributed leadership is less dependent on the actions of singular visionary 

individuals but rather one that views leadership as a set of functions or qualities shared across a 

much broader segment of the school community that encompasses administrators, teachers, and 

other professionals and community members both internal and external.   

 The effective use of data through distributed leadership requires the involvement of key 

stakeholders, especially at the campus level.  Copland (2003) remarks that models of distributed 

leadership imply a need for strong consensus regarding the important problems facing the 
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organization.  This consensus can be achieved through the calibration process described 

previously, a process that involves teachers and other school personnel.  Wayman and Stringfield 

(2006) establish that several authors (Mandinach et al. 2005; Mieles and Foley, 2005; Wayman 

et al. 2004) have suggested that a data initiative involving teachers would be most useful if 

teacher involvement was widespread throughout the faculty and supported by efficient data 

systems.  

  In their publication entitled Data-Informed Leadership in Education, Knapp et al., (2006)  

note that the capacity for data-informed leadership--embodied in leaders’ values, expertise, 

theories of action, and the availability of data--sets the stage for particular leadership activities 

that bring systematic information into consideration by leaders and others.  Specifically, 

educational leaders who are so inclined build “cultures of inquiry” in their respective 

organizations and engage, along with others, in cycles of data-informed inquiry and action 

(Knapp, et al., 2006).  A central part of the culture of inquiry is that many players are participants 

in it, often implying that data-informed leadership is distributed, as are other aspects of the 

exercise of leadership (Knapp, et al., 2006).  Furthermore, leaders who find ways to stimulate 

and sustain inquiry into problems of practice confronting a school, district, or state system invite 

others to share in the framing, conduct, and interpretation of the inquiry and the subsequent 

actions based on it (Knapp, et al., 2006).  

 On the subject of creating a culture of collective inquiry, Huff (2008) comments that the practice 

transforms data into useful information through the collective efforts of a collaborative team. 

Collective inquiry is about seeking out effective practice, experimenting with effective practice, 

and then analyzing the results (as cited in Eaker, 2007).  Huff (2008) recommends that the 

inquiry process begin with a question posed about teaching or learning that leads to action 
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research to find the answer.  For example, teachers might ask, “Does a particular instructional 

strategy help students learn this concept?” The teacher implements the strategy and then assesses 

the results. Action research is a reflective process of inquiry and discussion among a 

collaborative team that includes analyzing data to make informed decisions (as cited in Ferrance, 

2000).  

Structures That Promote Data Use 

A school culture that values and practices data-based decision-making is marked by 

collaborative inquiry into student data.  Wayman and Stringfield (2006) note that inquiry into 

student data has been shown to be useful in improving overall school practice.  In the absence of 

support, stakeholders, especially teachers, may tend to view data sessions and the collaborative 

use of data as a form of surveillance (Valli & Buese, 2007).  Given the demands that are placed 

on district and campus leaders, as well as teachers, providing structures for such inquiry is 

imperative to the overall success of data use. 

 Time and collaboration are two structures that school leaders can create to better promote 

effective data use.  Wayman, Cho and Johnston (2007) assert that the research is clear and 

consistent in indicating that offering time for data use is a critical support, and that collaboration 

is an effective method for fostering its use (as cited in Datnow et al., 2007; Chen et al., 2005; 

Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman et al., 2006; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006).  The establishment 

of structures that allow for time and collaboration require support at all levels of the district and 

school.   As Wayman, Cho, and Johnston (2007) remark, time to use data must be structured, 

directed and consistent.  Furthermore, expecting users to find time on their own will not work; 

instead, time must be created and worked into the day (Wayman, Cho, & Johnston, 2007).  
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Sutherland’s (2004) CSR research not only supports the notion of providing structures 

such as time to allow for collective data inquiry, but also stresses the need for structures to be 

created that promote organizational learning.  Sutherland (2004) remarks that a culture of data 

use can be achieved when teachers are trained to collect, analyze, and use student achievement 

data, and when teachers are involved in professional development and organizational decisions.  

Regarding the modification of organizational structures, Leithwood and Riehl’s (2003) 

research emphasizes the critical need for school leaders to monitor and adjust various structural 

elements, including how tasks are assigned and performed, the use of time and space, and the 

operating procedures of the school.  Leithwood and Riehl (2003) remark “Organizational 

structure is the skeletal framework within which people carry out their work.  Structure can 

enhance or hinder individual performance and the accomplishment of school goals.  Effective 

educational leaders direct structural changes that will establish positive conditions for teaching 

and learning” (p. 5).  

Collaboration 

Collaboration is touted by many researchers as an effective general educational practice 

(Schmoker, 2004) and should be a particularly effective structure in promoting school data use 

(Wayman, Midgely & Stringfield, 2006).  Murphy et al. (2001) comments that the thought of 

teachers working together as a group to create nurturing intellectual community and to develop a 

responsive, student-oriented culture is comforting.  A circumstance in which teachers are 

working individually and in distinct groups--a jumble of random togetherness with pockets of 

excellence, flashes of strife, and bone-grinding resistance--is less so.  Wayman (2005) notes that 

collaboration and information sharing are common themes in educational improvement.  

Schmoker (2004) cites a large group of prominent researchers in arguing that improvement of the 



   
 

39 
 

teaching craft is not attained through the isolationism that marks most schools but by frequent 

discussions and activities centered on teaching practice.  Dufour and Marzano (2009) have also 

commented on the importance of collaboration through the development of collaborative teams.  

As a result of such development and the implementation of key team inquiry processes, each 

member of the team becomes more certain regarding what students are required to learn and how 

students will demonstrate their learning (Dufour & Marzano, 2009).  

A 2004 MetLife Foundation study on effective school leadership also supports the notion 

of school leaders creating structures that allow for teacher collaboration.  The study indicates that 

good principals create structures for their teachers to work as a community.  They provide 

resources--time, funding, space, and support--for collaboration, and they treat teachers as 

professionals who are expected to build their collective expertise through their own 

development.  They engage teachers in the planning and provision of teacher-driven, ongoing, 

collaborative professional development.  They make sure to provide institutional support--

coaching, resources, time, space--to move professional development from theory to practice 

(MetLife Foundation, 2004).  Wahlstrom and Louis (2008) also suggest that when the focus of 

teachers’ conversations is on the quality of student learning and collaborative work, teachers 

adopt pedagogical practices that enhance students’ learning opportunities.  

Combining a data initiative with professional collaboration not only offers the 

opportunity for teachers to learn the art of data use from each other but also allows for a fertile 

exchange of ideas and strategies (Wayman, 2005).  Wayman (2005) also points out that several 

case studies on data utilization suggest that the relationship between data use and collaboration is 

a reciprocal one:  data initiatives are more likely to be successful if teachers are allowed to learn 

and work collaboratively, and the use of data helps foster constructive collaboration (as cited in 
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Chrispeels et al., 2000; Feldman & Tung, 2001; Nichols & Singer, 2000; Symonds, 2003). 

Symonds (2003) reported that teachers using data in schools that achieved a decrease in ethnic 

achievement gaps discussed data more with colleagues, visited colleagues’ classrooms more, and 

had more general instances of collaboration (Wayman, 2005).  Furthermore, the author and the 

teachers in the study advocated strongly for collaboration as an avenue to enhance the 

effectiveness of data use (Wayman, 2005).  Huff (2008) echoes this belief by noting that 

collaborative data analysis is not about pointing fingers at teachers with nonproficient students. It 

is about trusting in the collective wisdom of the team to collaboratively bring about high levels 

of learning for all students.   

A recent study by Boudett and Steele (2008) further supports the notion of school leaders 

creating a culture of collaborative data use.  One theme was identified among the practices of 

eight schools to improve the overall performance of their respective organizations:  collaborative 

data use.  The authors note that the collaborative approach to data use yielded at least three major 

benefits for these schools:  organizational learning, improved internal accountability, and a safety 

net for professional growth.  Boudett and Steele (2008) also note that other research has 

identified many other schools that have found advantages in a collaborative approach.  In a study 

of four low-income school districts, Wayman, Midgley and Stringfield (2006) found that data 

use was most effective in schools where staff had access to usable data and then worked together 

to calibrate expectations, review concrete evidence of student learning, and participate in 

instructional decision making.  

Structure Development   

The literature on collaborative teacher data use has provided several concrete examples of 

structure development, especially at the elementary and middle school levels.  Wayman, 
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Midgley, and Stringfield (2006) cite the establishment of collaborative data teams, the goal of 

which is to form groups of educators that can work and learn together as they engage in the 

process of using student data to examine and improve their craft.  These teams support educators 

in conducting inquiry into practice and make this inquiry efficient and fruitful (Wayman, 

Midgley & Stringfield, (2006).  Copland (2003) describes the practice of one elementary school 

principal in providing structures for time and collaboration through the establishment of a daily 

one and a half hour block of time specifically devoted to staff development through inquiry, 

processes primarily organized and carried out by teachers.  

Wayman and Stringfield (2006) also make note of one principal who required analysis 

and discussion of data to be a part of meetings.  In faculty meetings, team meetings, principal-

teacher meetings, and parent meetings, teachers were required to bring data summaries that 

provided insight into a particular problem (Wayman & Stringfield, 2006).  Knapp et al., highlight 

a specific structure that has been established at a middle school in their 2003 study entitled 

Leading for Learning:  Reflective tools for school and district leaders: 

A middle school uses biweekly, two-hour faculty study groups to examine samples of 

student work for evidence of learning progress and areas of need, and to identify future 

instructional steps to take with particular students or groups of students.  In these 

sessions, staff are learning about high-quality student work as well as planning ways to 

make that happen in classrooms.  Nothing is allowed to interfere with this standing 

commitment.  Each study group posts a public record of their work, to which the 

principal provides feedback, questions, and affirmation.  In addition, study groups report 

their progress and evidence of student learning improvement to the whole staff at staff 

meetings. Student achievement is steadily increasing.  
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Halverson et al. (2005) recommend the use of developing structures that allow for data 

reflection, which refers to processes developed to make sense of student learning data that result 

in goals for improving teaching and learning.  Structured opportunities for teachers and leaders 

to collaborative make sense of data can be organized as whole-school sessions, or by grade or 

subject level teacher meetings (Halverson et al., 2005).  Successful data reflection involves 

problem-framing and concludes with the determination of goals for a plan of action (Halverson 

et al., 2005).  

One specific type of data reflection structure highlighted by Halverson et al. (2005) is the 

use of data retreats.  Data retreats provide the opportunity for large groups within districts and/or 

schools to make sense of achievement data and to set organizational goals (Halverson et al., 

2005).  Data retreats require schools to assemble a variety of data, to discern patterns in what 

they have assembled, then to generate hypotheses and action plans to address these concerns 

(Halverson et al., 2005).  Halverson et al., (2005) highlight two schools that engaged in district-

led data retreats just after the close of the school year.  As a result of their participation in this 

structure, teachers and school leaders were better able to narrow the problem of student 

achievement to a question of gender equity and led to discussions about how to resolve the issue 

in terms of the instructional program (Halverson et al., 2005).  Clearly, the principal plays a 

significant role in promoting and supporting data inquiry and data use.  The ability of the 

principal to develop structures that allow for teacher collaboration and inquiry into student data 

is an integral and vital component of school leadership and most assuredly impacts the degree of 

overall success on the part of the school as an organization.  
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Discussion 

 The research clearly identifies the impact that school leadership can have on student 

academic performance.  While multiple definitions of leadership exist, especially those regarding 

distributed and instructional leadership, one theme remains constant throughout the literature:  

effective school leadership at any level directly influences the degree of success or failure of the 

school itself.  The research comprehensively addresses the notion of distributed and instructional 

leadership practices that school leaders should consider, as well as the importance of consistent 

inquiry into student data.  The literature also provides multiple examples of the types of systems 

and structures that school leaders can create to promote the use of data and inquiry into such 

data, which requires that principals and schools adopt new styles of leadership, such as 

instructional and distributed models. 

One of the major limitations of the research reviewed, with regard to the impact of school 

leadership in creating structures that promote collaborative data inquiry, is the limited 

information regarding the manner in which such structures can be developed and sustained at the 

high school level.  Most of the current research on this subject is heavily grounded in the 

practices of school leaders at the elementary level. However, it appears that principals at any 

level of schooling, including the high school, might apply many of these practices.  The literature 

review yielded one specific study and several values of leadership that should be considered by 

high school principals when promoting inquiry into student data.  

Lachat and Smith’s 2005 study is one example of how high school principals can develop 

structures that promote collaborative data use.  The study showed that when school staff worked 

together to discuss and analyze student performance data, their comfort level with data use 

increased and resulted in more frequent use of data to inform curricular decisions.  Lachat and 
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Smith (2005) note that a particularly powerful strategy for creating positive change consisted of 

school staff members working together to develop a set of key questions that focused on student 

performance to guide their review of data.  The questions structured their inquiry and encouraged 

staff to stay focused on student achievement (Lachat and Smith, 2005).  The study also provided 

evidence that school leaders can foster the use of student performance data throughout a school. 

Lachat and Smith (2005) note that sharing leadership among administrators and teachers is 

essential and that creating organizational structures such as data teams and data coaches proved 

to be effective mechanisms for fostering a school culture that embraces the use of data to make 

instructional decisions.  

In their book entitled The Productive High School, Murphy et al. (2001) identify the need 

for high schools to increase opportunities for the development of collegial working relationships 

and collaboration among faculty.  Murphy et al. (2001) note that research identifies the lack of 

collegiality as having a negative effect on achievement (Anderson, 1985), whereas collegiality 

and collaboration among high school faculty have a positive impact on student learning (as cited 

in King & Weiss, 1995; Lee & Smith, 1996; Lightfood, 1983; Ogden & Germinario, 1995; 

Rutter et al., 1979; Wilson & Corcoran, 1988).  Futhermore, Murphy et al. (2001) point out that 

effective high schools find ways to alter traditional schedules to allow staff members to work 

together on shared activities, both during school hours and during blocks of time set aside for 

professional development and improvement (as cited in Chubb& Moe, 1990; Meier, 1995; Miles 

& Darling-Hammond, 1998).  

Copland and Boatright (2006) also speak to the critical importance of high school leaders 

in establishing structures that allow for collaborative inquiry into student data.  Copland and 

Boatright (2006) note that despite repeated calls for reform and various efforts aimed at reform, 
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evidence suggests that what transpires for students inside the high school classroom remains 

relatively impervious to change.  High school teachers work in separate content disciplines, 

mostly in isolation from one another, and the subject department is typically the locus of teacher 

professional identity and community (as cited in Lortie, 1975; Siskin & Little, 1995).  Copland 

and Boatright (2006) comment that what Lortie (1975) noted 30 years ago is still largely true--

high school structures isolate teachers by relegating them to their separate “domains”--be it 

subject matter or the classroom itself. 

Aside from the structures noted by Lortie (1975), the literature is not as rich with 

practices that support data inquiry at the high school level due to the manner in which high 

school principals and administrators have resisted, to some degree, the notion of distributed and 

instructional leadership.  The literature clearly demonstrates that at the elementary level 

especially, many principals have embraced the notion of sharing leadership roles and 

responsibilities in order to improve the performance of the school.  It is worthy to note that 

administrative leadership in schools has been shaped and hardened over the years in forms that 

are hardly conducive to shared conceptions of leadership (Crowther et al., 2002).  For many high 

school principals, especially those who have remained in the same position for an extended 

length of time, championing and supporting distributed and instructional leadership requires a 

transformation in their understanding of leadership and in the ways they enact leadership roles 

(Murphy, et al., 2009).  At the high school level, it appears that such transformation has been a 

challenging process.  

Louis and Murphy (1994) remark that for many principals, reconfiguring self as leader 

for a school marked by distributed or instructional leadership requires reframing one’s 

conception of schooling, from reliance on bureaucratic and institutional lenses toward viewing 
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schools as community-anchored organizations.  For high school principals, the ability to develop 

new organizational designs that promote data inquiry through distributive and instructional 

leadership models is difficult but imperative to the success of the school itself.  Experts in 

organizational design and social behaviors have gathered a wide array of evidence highlighting 

the notion that institutional structure shapes and defines relationships in organizations, including 

the patterns of interactions therein (Johnson, 1998).  The abilities of high school principals to 

develop new skills and new sets of performances, which include the establishment of structures 

that support inquiry into student academic data, is vital to the overall success of the school.  

The primary message to be considered is that for many school leaders, most notably 

principals, a personal transformation in leadership must accompany the quest to rebuild 

schooling to cultivate shared models of leadership (Murphy, et al., 2009) and develop and apply 

the principles associated with instructional leadership.  A significant element of such leadership 

is the promotion and support of data inquiry and utilization.  To ensure school success in an era 

of high-stakes accountability, principals at all levels, most notably at the high school level, are 

encouraged to embody and promote the ideals associated with instructional and distributed 

leadership and be able to develop new conceptions of schools as organizations.  While this work 

is indeed challenging, principals who do not adopt this viewpoint are not likely to be effective in 

establishing structures that promote data inquiry.  The ability of the school principal to 

acknowledge and adopt the practices described, as well as the models of leadership presented, is 

likely to impact the overall success of the school and the students that are being served.  

Summary of Literature Review  

The current manners in which our school districts and campuses are organized and 

structured have, to a great extent, not changed significantly during the nation’s history of public 
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education.  As a result, districts are not producing graduates with the skills and abilities required 

by a global economy. To effectively change this outcome, the literature clearly articulates the 

need for school leaders to promote and apply practices that are aimed at improving student 

academic achievement.   

The research regarding principal leadership calls for school leaders to share their 

responsibilities through distributed models.  The literature also establishes the critical need for 

principals to lead the instructional vision of the school and to acquire the instructional leadership 

abilities that will assist teachers and school personnel in improving student academic 

performance.   One significant element of such leadership is the development and 

implementation of structures that encourage data inquiry and data utilization.  

At the elementary level, the literature provides a wide array of sources of evidence that 

illustrate the manner in which  principals as instructional leaders might develop structures that 

allow for data inquiry.  At the secondary level, however, the research is much more limited.  The 

need for further research in this area, most notably at the high school level, is needed.  
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Chapter Three 
 

METHODOLOGY  
 

Introduction  
 

 Chapter three provides an overview of the methodology used in the research study.  This 

chapter presents information relative to the identification and description of the target population 

and sampling methods that will be used.  In addition, the chapter presents the various 

methodology instruments and the data collection design.  The procedures for collecting and 

recording data, as well as the explanation of the data analysis procedures utilized, are also 

offered.  The methods used to ensure validity and reliability of the study are also explored.  

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of principal leadership on 

supporting inquiry into student data at the high school level.  Specifically, the types of structures 

that the high school principal creates that allow for teachers to examine student performance data 

were investigated.  Four primary research questions guided this study:   (1). What structures can 

high school principals develop and implement that promote inquiry by teachers and 

administrators into data? (2). What structures positively impact student academic achievement, 

as perceived by high school teachers and principals? (3). How are teachers and administrators 

using student achievement data in their instructional decision-making? and (4). What are the 

qualitative data elements that school leaders might consider to inform the ongoing planning and 

decision-making process? 

This study is fundamentally grounded in the instructional and distributed leadership 

models that were presented in chapter two. Specifically, this study aimed to attain an in-depth 

understanding of the impact of the principal as an instructional leader and one who shares his/her 

leadership responsibilities for supporting data inquiry.  The research design was based on the 
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foundational qualitative data analysis elements suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994). 

Coupled within the realm of the qualitative approach, a case study approach with various sources 

of evidence was used in the data collection process.  

Qualitative Research  

 The use of qualitative research has historically been reserved for many of the social 

science fields, including history and political science (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  During the 

past twenty years, however, qualitative research has expanded to additional fields, including 

educational research, health care, and organizational studies.  Miles and Huberman (1994), in 

their description of qualitative data, note the following: 

Qualitative data are sexy.  They are a source of well-grounded, rich descriptions and 

explanations of processes in identifiable local contexts.  With qualitative data one can 

preserve chronological flow, see precisely which events led to which consequences, and 

derive fruitful explanations.  Then, too, good qualitative data are more likely to lead to 

serendipitous findings and to new integrations; they help researchers to get beyond initial 

conceptions and to generate or revise conceptual frameworks.  Finally, the findings from 

qualitative studies have a quality of  ‘undeniability’ (p. 1).  

 Those who employ the qualitative research method believe that “social phenomena 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).  To assess such 

social phenomena and make connections to various relationships, qualitative researchers gather 

multiple forms of data in order to make meaning of the subject of their study.  Miles and 

Huberman (1994) describe the following traits of an effective qualitative study:   
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(1). Research is conducted through an intense and/or prolonged contact with a “field” or 

life situation; (2). The researcher’s role is to gain a “holistic” overview of the context 

under study; (3). The researcher attempts to gather data on the perceptions of local actors 

“from the inside,”; (4). As the researcher analyzes data, one may isolate certain themes 

and expressions that can be reviewed with informants, but that should be maintained in 

their original forms of study; (5). A main task is to explicate the ways people in particular 

settings come to understand, account for, take action, and otherwise manage their day-to-

day situations; (6). Many interpretations of the data collected are possible, but some are 

more compelling than others; (7). Little standardized instrumentation is used at the 

outset; and (8). Most analysis is done with words (pp. 6-7).  

Regarding the nature of qualitative data, Berg (1989) notes that in some senses, all data  

are qualitative; they refer to essences of people, objects and situations.  Qualitative data can 

appear in various forms, including words, images, actions and people.  Miles and Huberman 

(1994) remark that the words are based on observation, interviews or documents, and that these 

data collection activities are typically carried out “in close proximity to a local setting for a 

sustained period of time” (p. 9).  Furthermore, “such data are not usually immediately accessible 

for analysis, but require some processing” (p. 9).  

Rationale  

 The primary purpose of this study was to explore the impact of principal leadership on 

data inquiry at the high school level.  The observation of people and their actions, as well as the 

collection and analysis of pertinent documents and words provided the researcher with the 

opportunity to carefully examine the social phenomena at hand.  The research topic also captures 

the strengths of qualitative data as outlined by Miles and Huberman (1994).  The researcher was 
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able to focus on “naturally occurring, ordinary events in natural settings” (p. 10) in order to 

analyze what was actually taking place in the study environment.  The qualitative data that were 

collected were rich in the sense that the data provided vivid descriptions and had a “ring of truth 

that has strong impact on the reader” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 10).  Due to the research 

topic at hand, as well as the nature of the study, it was believed that a qualitative approach would 

be most appropriate and would effectively support the conceptual framework presented in 

chapter one.  

Case Study  

 Substantial research by Yin (1994) and other scholars (Stake, 1995, Feagin, Orum, & 

Sjoberg, 1990) establish the case study approach as a way in which to satisfy three elements of 

the qualitative method:  describing, understanding, and explaining.  Yin (1994) defines case 

study as “empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life 

context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident) (p. 13).  Specifically, descriptive case studies require that the investigator begin with a 

descriptive theory or face the possibility that problems will occur during the project (Yin, 1993). 

The descriptive case study includes analysis and interpretation, and the theory should cover the 

depth and scope of the case under study (Yin, 1993).   

 Feagin, Orum, and Sjoberg (1990) assert that the quintessential characteristic of case 

studies is that they strive toward holistic understanding of cultural systems of action.  Tellis 

(1997) asserts that the unit of analysis is a critical factor in the case study.  It is typically a 

system of action rather that an individual or group of individuals.  Furthermore, “case studies 

tend to be selective, focusing on one or two issues that are fundamental to understanding the 

system being examined” (p. 6).  In addition to the importance of the unit of analysis, 
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triangulation is also a critical element of a case study methodology.  Stake (1995) stated that the 

protocols that are used to ensure accuracy and alternative explanations are called triangulation, 

which arises from the need to confirm the validity of the process.  Through multiple sources of 

data (Yin, 1984) triangulation can be accomplished in a case study approach.  

 Yin (1994) asserts that single case studies are used to confirm or challenge a theory or to 

represent a unique or extreme case.  In addition, the sources of evidence in case studies, as 

outlined by Yin (1994) and Stake (1995), are profoundly important when attempting to produce a 

concrete description of findings from a case study.  Such sources of evidence include interviews, 

direct observations and physical documents.  

Rationale 

 A descriptive case study approach was most appropriate due to the fact that the particular 

setting at hand, that of a comprehensive urban high school, is of interest to the researcher and 

because an aim of the study was to arrive at a particular set of conclusions regarding a single 

case.  A case study methodology supports the purpose of the study, which is to examine the 

impact of principal leadership on data inquiry at the high school level.  The subjects and the 

phenomenon being studied cannot be removed from their setting, thus the researcher was 

required to observe the phenomenon as it is taking place.  Furthermore, through the collection 

and analysis of multiple data elements, the researcher was able to gain a deeper understanding of 

the subject’s perspectives of the principal’s impact on supporting data inquiry.  

Research Site and Population 

 In accordance with local district policy, the name of the school site and district in which 

the study was conducted has been masked for confidentiality purposes.  Jackson High School 

served as the research site for the case study.  Jackson High School is a comprehensive high 
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school located in a Texas school district.  The district has a total enrollment of over 80,000 

students.  Jackson High School serves students in grades 9-12 and has a total staff of over 200.  

At the conclusion of the 2007-08 school year, Jackson High School was rated as 

Academically Unacceptable by the Texas Education Agency.  Prior to the beginning of the 2008-

09 school year, a principal with over five years administrative experience was hired to address 

the challenges that had confronted the school community for the prior five years, a time in which 

student academic performance had steadily declined.  At the conclusion of the 2008-09 school 

year, Jackson High School earned an Academically Acceptable Rating by TEA.   

 Jackson High School was selected as the site for this case study primarily due to the sharp 

improvement in student academic performance and other state accountability measures.  The 

school was also selected because of the distributed and instructional leadership practices utilized 

by the principal, as observed by the researcher in prior interactions.  These reasons align to the 

hypotheses of the study:   the increase in student performance is a result of two factors:  (1). The 

heightened awareness on the part of school leadership and staff to develop and implement 

structures that support data inquiry and (2). A shift in how organizational, instructional, and 

curricular decisions are made as a result of the type of leadership practices employed by the 

campus principal.   

The researcher aimed to explore the manner in which principal leadership practices might 

be used to specifically support the notion of data inquiry at the high school level.  Due to the 

researcher’s prior observations of the types of instructional and distributed leadership practices 

that are modeled consistently by staff and school leaders, the researcher believed that Jackson 

High School would serve as an appropriate site in which to gather and analyze the research data. 
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Research Participants  

 Ten individuals were selected to be interviewed individually for this study.  Interview 

participants included the principal, five members of the campus administrative team and the 

chairpersons of the four core departments.  Individuals were selected to participate in the 

individual interviews based on their formal leadership positions, such as membership on the 

administrative team or role as a department chair. Each individual interviewed, except for the 

building principal, were required by the researcher to have worked at Jackson for at least the past 

three years.  

Table 3.1 provides a summary of the interview participant assignment, their number of 

years of experience and the number of years spent at Jackson High School.  

Table 3.1:  Interview Participants 

Assignment  Years of Experience Years at Jackson 
Principal  8 2 
Principal Intern  5 5 
Assistant Principal  19 12 
Assistant Principal  11 3 
Assistant Principal Intern  15 5 
School Improvement Facilitator 6 3 
English Department Chair 33 33 
Math Department Chair  10 3 
Science Department Chair  8 8 
Social Studies Department Chair  13 11 
  

Research Protocols and Procedures 

 To explore the manner in which principal leadership might impact data inquiry at the 

high school level, a qualitative research study was conducted.  Within the qualitative frame, a 

case study served as the primary methodology.  Over the course of a four-month period, the 
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researcher gathered and analyzed data in the natural setting where the phenomenon existed.  Ten 

full-day visits were made to the school, upon which individual interviews and observations 

occurred. During this timeframe, a survey was also administered to selected school staff. 

Permission to conduct the study was obtained from the local school district and from the school 

principal.   

Table 3.2:  Data Collection Timeline  

Visit Number Date Purpose of Visit 

1 December 2009 Shadow Principal  
Observe Faculty Meeting  
Observe Cabinet Meeting  

2 January 2010 Individual Interview:    Principal  
Individual Interviews:  Administrative Team 

3 January 2010 Individual Interviews:  Department Chairs 
Individual Interviews:  Administrative Team 

4 January 2010 Observe Science Department Meeting 
Observe Social Studies Department Meeting 
Observe Cabinet Meeting 

5 February 2010 Individual Interviews:  Administrative Team 
Shadow Principal  

6 February 2010 Individual Interviews:  Department Chairs 
Observe Math Geometry Course Group 
Meeting 

7 February 2010 Observe English Department Meeting 
Observe Cabinet Meeting 
Observe Faculty Meeting  

8 March 2010 Distribute Survey to Department Members  
Observe Science Biology Course Group 
Meeting  
Member Checks 

9 March 2010 Distribute Survey to Department Members  
Observe Math Department Meeting 
Member Checks  

10 March 2010 Distribute Survey to Department Members 
Observe English Department Meeting 
Member Checks 
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Participant Selection: Individual Interviews 

 The processes used to conduct individual interviews followed the guidelines of Kvale 

(1996).  Individual interviews were semi-structured; a standard set of questions was used but the 

researcher had flexibility to move in different directions as the interview unfolded. Purposive 

sampling was utilized for the selection of participants in the case study.  Miles and Huberman 

(1994) remark that qualitative researchers usually work with small samples of people nestled in 

their context and studied in-depth and that such samples tend to be purposive, rather than 

random.  Due to the goal of the case study, which is to develop a deeper understanding of the 

topic at hand, purposive sampling was deemed most appropriate.  

 The principal was identified as a key research participant to interview individually.  The 

impact of the principal on supporting data inquiry implied the need for a semi-structured 

interview to take place.  The principal intern and the members of the administrative team were 

also interviewed individually. Because this study aimed to explore how teachers might be 

afforded the opportunity to examine multiple forms of student data, the four core department 

chair’s were also asked to be interviewed individually.  

Individual Interviews 

 The individual interviews were guided by the protocols outlined by Kvale (1996), Berg 

(2009) and Robson (2002).  The interviews began with a set of easy, non-threatening questions, 

which were followed by a set of essential questions that directly concerned the main focus of the 

study.  This allowed for a sense of rapport and trust to be developed from the outset of the 

interview (Kvale, 1996).  As suggested by Robson (2002), prompts were utilized to permit the 

interviewee to expand on a particular issue or to get them re-engaged in the interview process.  

The interview questions and schedule were piloted prior to when the actual interview took place 
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so that poorly worded questions could be refined and so that unclear questions were identified 

(Berg, 2009).    

Anfara et al., (2002) note that “research questions provide the scaffolding for the 

investigation and the cornerstone for the analysis of data” (p. 31) and that “researchers should 

form interview questions on the basis of what truly needs to be known” (p. 31).  Table 3.3 

presents the four major questions that served as the foundation on which the subsequent 

interviews were designed.  To the right of each research question are codes, referring to specific 

interview questions.  T1, for example, refers to the first question from the interview protocol 

developed for the teachers being interview.  Anfara et al., comment that “constantly revisiting 

the central questions that the researcher hopes to answer is helpful in establishing a base of 

reference for the exploratory interview questions” (p. 31).  

Table 3.3:  Research Questions Aligned to Interview Questions 

Research Question Interview Questions 

1. What structures can high school principals 
develop and implement that promote 
inquiry by teachers and administrators into 
student data? 

P3, P4, P7 
A7, A8 
T6, T7 

2. What structures positively impact student 
academic achievement, as perceived by 
high school teachers and principals? 

P5, P8 
A5, A6, A9 
T8, T9, T11 

3. How are teachers and administrators using 
student achievement data in their 
instructional decision-making? 

P1, P2,  
A1, A2, A3  
T1, T2, T3, T10  

4. What are the qualitative data elements that 
school leaders might consider to inform the 
ongoing planning and decision-making 
process? 

P6, P9 
A4 
T4, T5 

 

The interviews were semi-structured in nature, which allowed for more flexibility.  Each 

individual interview occurred one time, with the option left open to conduct follow-up interviews 



   
 

58 
 

as needed.  Each interview lasted approximately 30 to 45 minutes.  The interviews were audio 

taped and transcribed.  To ensure confidentiality, individuals asked to participate were given the 

opportunity to select a public location, other than the campus, to conduct the interview.  A copy 

of the individual interview and survey consent form is included in Appendix A.  A copy of the 

interview questions for the principal is included in Appendix B and a copy of the interview 

questions utilized with individual administrators is included in Appendix C.  A copy of the 

interview questions utilized with individual department chairs is included in Appendix D.  

Participant Selection:  Survey 

 A survey was administered to all core instructional staff and members of the 

administrative team to generate an additional measure of the broad views of a larger sample of 

staff members at the selected site.  Core instructional staff, as defined in chapter one, includes 

professionals who are employed at a school and are designated as classroom teachers in either 

the English, Mathematics, Science, or Social Studies Department.  Administrative team members 

included the principal, academy director, assistant principals, the principal and assistant principal 

intern, and the school improvement facilitator.  The individuals selected to complete the survey 

comprise the majority of school personnel who most often engage in data inquiry practices, as 

hypothesized by the researcher.  

Survey Instrument 

 The survey was composed of 14 questions and contains checklists of responses and open-

ended questions.  The purpose of this format is to reduce the amount of time required to 

complete the survey and to provide teachers with an overview of the research study.  The survey 

was administered to 9 members of the administrative team during an administrative team 

meeting in the spring.  Fifty-four core instructional staff members completed the survey during 
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their department meetings.  Survey participants who were considered to be administrators 

yielded a mean number of years of experience of 2.4. For teachers who completed the survey, the 

mean number of years teaching experience was 9.9.  In terms of number of years employed at 

Jackson High School, the mean was 5.9.  A copy of the survey instrument is included in 

Appendix E.   

Participant Selection: Observations 

 Permission to observe and audio tape discussions by all teachers and staff at Jackson was 

obtained for research purposes, specifically regarding observations in department, cabinet and 

faculty meetings.  The researcher clearly communicated that all data collected and audio that was 

recorded was to be used for treatise purposes and destroyed after the study concluded, and that 

names would be changed to ensure confidentiality.  

Observations 

 Direct observation was utilized as a method for collecting research data in this study.  In 

alignment with the recommendation suggested by Glesne and Peshkin (1992), the researcher 

aimed to be as unobtrusive as the wallpaper.  Furthermore, during the observations, “the 

researcher makes no effort whatsoever to manipulate variables or to control activities of 

individuals, but simply observes and records what happens as things naturally occur” (Fraenkel 

and Wallen, 2003, p. 451).  Over the course of a four- month timeframe, formal and informal 

observations took place, including faculty meetings, cabinet meetings and department meetings. 

Through careful observation, the researcher was able to obtain profound insight into the manner 

in which the principal might impact inquiry into student data, as well as the thoughts and 

opinions of school staff relative to the connection between opportunities to examine such data 

and improved student academic performance.  
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 In addition to the audio taped discussions, which were transcribed, extensive notes were 

taken during observations to record the events and interactions that took place.  These notes were 

compiled into a field journal and included observer comments, times that the observations took 

place, verbal and nonverbal acts, and context information.  

Collection of Pertinent Documents 

 Yin (1994) remarks, “for case studies, the most important use of documents is to 

corroborate and augment evidence from other sources” (p. 81).  The gathering of such documents 

served as a final method of data collection for this study.  Artifacts collected were cabinet, 

faculty, and department meeting agendas, the 2008-09 and 2009-10 Campus Improvement Plans, 

accountability information obtained from the Texas Education Agency website, information 

posted on the school’s website, student data collection and analysis tools utilized at the school, 

the principal’s classroom walkthrough and evaluation forms, and memos.  

Data Analysis 

 Critical to the qualitative research process is the analysis of data that is gathered.  Miles 

and Huberman (1994) define analysis as consisting of three flows of activity:  data reduction, 

data display, and conclusion drawing/verification.  These three flows of activity served as the 

foundational elements of the data analysis process in this study.  In addition, the following 

principles outlined by the Yin (1994) provided necessary guidance to ensure that analysis of data 

was of high quality:  (1). Analysis will rely on all of the relevant evidence, (2). All major rival 

interpretations in the analysis will be included, (3). The most significant aspects of the case study 

will be addressed, and (4). The prior, expert knowledge of the researcher was also used to further 

the analysis.  
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 The first step in the analysis of qualitative data is data reduction, which refers to “the 

process of selecting, focusing, simplifying, abstracting, and transforming the data that appear in 

written-up field notes or transcriptions” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 10).  Furthermore, data 

reduction is not separate from analysis but is part of analysis.  Miles and Huberman (1994) note 

that data reduction is a form of analysis that sharpens, sorts, focuses, discards, and organizes data 

in such a way that “final” conclusions can be drawn and verified.  Data reduction occurred 

throughout the entire study, most notably during the data collection process and after the 

fieldwork was completed.  

 The second step in the data analysis process is data display, which is “an organized, 

compressed assembly of information that permits conclusion drawing and action” (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994, p. 11).  Within the data display process, data are visibly presented on a graph 

or chart perhaps to show possible relationships and similarities.  Miles and Huberman (1994) 

remark that as with data reduction, data display is part of the analysis, not separate from it. 

During the analysis aspects of this study, systematic, powerful displays were utilized to 

communicate research findings. 

 The final step in the data analysis process is conclusion drawing and verification. 

Regarding conclusion drawing, Miles and Huberman (1994) state the following: 

From the start of data collection, the qualitative analyst is beginning to decide what 

things mean—is noting regularities, patterns, explanations, possible configurations, 

causal flows, and propositions.  The competent researcher holds these conclusions lightly, 

maintaining openness and skepticism, but the conclusions are still there, inchoate and 

vague at first, then increasingly explicit and grounded. Final conclusions may not appear 
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until data collection is over, depending on the size of the corpus of field notes; the 

coding, storage, and retrieval methods used… (p. 11).  

Conclusions  were also verified, that may be thorough and elaborate or “as brief as a  

second thought crossing the analysts’ mind during writing, with a short excursion back to field 

notes” (Miles and Huberman, 1994, p. 11).  During this study, the meanings that emerged from 

the data were tested for plausibility and validity.  

 A significant element to the analysis of data is that of coding.  Codes are “tags or labels 

for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential information compiled during a 

study” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56).  Codes are most commonly attached to chunks, or 

segments, of text, and are used to organize and categorize groups of text in order to quickly find, 

pull out, and cluster the segments relating to a particular research question (Miles and Huberman, 

1994).   Codes are efficient data-labeling and data retrieval devices that empower and speed up 

analysis (Miles and Huberman, 1994).   

For the purposes of this study, field notes, observation data, transcribed individual 

interviews and survey data were coded descriptively by hand, in such a manner that a class of 

phenomena will be attributed to a segment of text (Miles and Huberman, 1994).  A list of 

extensive start codes has been included in Appendix F.  As the study was conducted, additional 

codes were added to this list.  Once the data were compiled, coded and reviewed, the strength of 

the codes was assessed in order to determine primary themes.  

The examination of collected documents was also critically important to the data analysis 

process in this study. Yin (1994) notes that documents should support the researcher’s findings 

and add more depth to the phenomenon being studied but should not be leaned upon too heavily. 

The analysis of documents gathered allowed the researcher to determine if more investigation is 
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required, especially if the documents do not support the research findings.  Furthermore, the 

examination of collected documents is intended to either support or contradict the codes and 

primary themes that will have emerged from the analysis of field notes, observations, survey 

results, and interview data.  

Reliability and Validity 

 Reliability and validity have traditionally been most closely associated with the 

evaluation and testing of quantitative studies.  Patton (2001) remarks, however, that these 

concepts should be critically important to any qualitative researcher especially regarding the 

study design, the analysis of results and the judgment of the quality of the study.  This ideal most 

certainly aligns with the question posed by Lincoln and Guba (1985): “How can an inquirer 

persuade his or her audiences that the research findings of an inquiry are worth paying attention 

to?" (p. 290).   

Regarding the term reliability in qualitative research, Lincoln and Guba (1985) promote 

the notion of “dependability.”  Consistency is also used to communicate the importance of truth 

in the data and in the research that was conducted.  Merriam (1998) remarks “the question is not 

whether findings will be found again but whether the results are consistent with the data 

collected” (p. 206).  To support the notion of consistency, Campbell (1996) asserts that this can 

be accomplished if the steps of the research are verified through the analysis of raw data, data 

reduction products, and notes.  

Achieving both internal and external validity is of profound importance to any qualitative 

study.  Regarding internal validity, Warner (1991) conceptualizes “natural” validity as the notion 

that the events and settings studied are uncontrived and unchanged by the researcher’s presence 

and actions. Merriam (1998) supports this concept by noting that internal validity is achieved 
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when the findings are in line with reality.  External validity, on the other hand, refers to whether 

or not the conclusions drawn from the study are applicable to the larger population.  Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) propose the following three questions to consider when examining data and 

conclusions for external validity:  (1). Are they transferable to other contexts?, (2). Do they fit?, 

and (3). How far can they be “generalized”? 

To strengthen both internal and external validity, scholars (Merriam, 1998, Miles and 

Huberman, 1994) recommend the use of multiple strategies, such as triangulation, member 

checks, multiple observations, uncovering researcher bias, and peer examination.  For the 

purpose of this study, triangulation, multiple observations, examination of researcher bias and 

member checks were used as primary methods to ensure validity and reliability.  

Triangulation of Data 

 Miles and Huberman (1994) suggest the use of triangulation of data as a method to 

ensure validity and reliability: “findings are more dependable when they can be buttressed from 

several independent sources. Their validity is enhanced when they are confirmed by more than 

one ‘instrument’ measuring the same thing” (p. 273).  To achieve data triangulation, information 

was collected by means of observations, the collection of documents, and interviews.  

Multiple Observations 

 Over the course of four months, ten full-day site visits were made to the high school.  

Faculty and Cabinet meetings were observed twice as well as each English, mathematics, science 

and social studies department meetings.  Observing these meetings, as well as additional forums 

that might arise during the research study, provided the researcher with the opportunity to verify 

and strengthen the conclusions that were drawn from the study data.   
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Researcher Bias 

 Exploring researcher bias in this particular study was of critical significance, given the 

researcher’s prior observations of the principal and administrative team.  It is worthy to note that 

in qualitative research, the researcher is the primary instrument in data collection.  As a result, 

issues regarding the methodological practices and processes might arise.  To ensure that 

researcher bias did not occur, several steps were taken.  First, prior to and during the data 

collection and analysis processes, the researcher identified his biases.  Additional steps included 

the maintenance of a field journal, which allowed the opportunity to record thoughts during the 

actual study, as well as personal reflection after each visit to ensure that such observations are 

objective.  Member checks also provided the opportunity for participants to confirm or question 

the accuracy of records, which further allowed for the examination of researcher bias.  Finally, 

the triangulation of data also allowed the researcher to examine possible bias and to confirm 

alignment in the study findings.  

Member Checks 

 Member checks were utilized to confirm or revise the accuracy of observation and 

interview data and to provide a forum for research participants to ask follow-up questions. 

Following each individual interview, the transcriptions were emailed to participants.  The 

researcher then met with the participants during the following site visit. When the research study 

was completed and a draft version of the final two chapters of the treatise were written, the 

researcher asked at least two study participants to review the findings and conclusions and 

provide recommendations for the final version.  
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Summary  

 This study addressed four primary research questions surrounding the impact of principal 

leadership on data inquiry at the high school level.  The study was fundamentally grounded in 

the conceptual frameworks offered by the instructional and distributed leadership models and 

was designed based on the qualitative data analysis protocols set forth by Miles and Huberman 

(1994).  Within the qualitative realm, a case study served as the primary vehicle for obtaining 

data and drawing conclusions from such data.  A case study methodology was most appropriate 

because the subjects and the phenomena being studied could not be removed from their setting, 

thus the researcher was required to observe the phenomena as it is taking place.  Through the 

collection and analysis of multiple data elements, which included observations, individual 

interviews, a survey, and the collection of pertinent documents, the researcher was able to gain a 

deeper understanding of the subject’s perspectives of the principal’s impact on supporting data 

inquiry. To achieve dependability and validity, the researcher employed the triangulation of data, 

multiple observations, the examination of researcher bias, and member checks.  
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Chapter Four 
 

FINDINGS 
 

Overview 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of principal leadership on 

supporting inquiry into student data at the high school level.  Specifically, the types of structures 

that the high school principal creates that allow for teachers to examine student performance data 

were investigated.  The study was conducted over a period of four months through the use of a 

qualitative methodology.   

Chapter four offers the data that were collected and analyzed during this study.  The four 

primary research questions that guided the study were:   (1). What structures can high school 

principals develop and implement that promote inquiry by teachers and administrators into data? 

(2). What structures positively impact student academic achievement, as perceived by high 

school teachers and principals? (3). How are teachers and administrators using student 

achievement data in their instructional decision-making? and (4). What are the qualitative data 

elements that school leaders might consider to inform the ongoing planning and decision-making 

process?   

The four research questions align to the two hypotheses of the study:   the increase in 

student performance at Jackson High School is a result of two factors:  (1). The heightened 

awareness on the part of school leadership and staff to develop and implement structures that 

support data inquiry and (2). A shift in how organizational, instructional, and curricular decisions 

are made as a result of the type of leadership practices employed by the campus principal.   
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Study findings are presented in two segments.  Part A reveals the findings for questions 

one and two, as these two questions specifically address principal leadership, structure 

development and implementation, and the impact of those structures on student achievement.  

Questions three and four are presented in Part B, as these questions address the use of 

quantitative and qualitative data elements on the part of teachers and administrators to make 

instructional and organizational decisions.  

The researcher employed a design methodology that was based on the foundational 

qualitative data analysis elements suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994). Coupled within the 

realm of the qualitative approach, a case study approach with various sources of evidence was 

used in the data collection process.  The data were collected through individual interviews of the 

principal, five additional members of the administrative team, and four department chairs.  A 

survey was administered to 63 individuals that comprised the core teaching and administrative 

staff.  Additional data collection processes included multiple observations and the collection of 

relevant documents, such as meeting agendas, observation protocols, presentation documents, 

and campus data analysis documents.  

Part A:  Leadership, Data Structures and Student Achievement 

The first research question this study addressed was:  What structures can high school 

principals develop and implement that promote inquiry by teachers and administrators into data? 

The second research question this study addressed was:  What structures positively impact 

student academic achievement, as perceived by high school teachers and principals? These 

questions were guided by the research on principal leadership and the ability of school leaders to 

share leadership responsibilities and serve as instructional leaders.  These two questions were 
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also guided by the research on structure development and the promotion of data inquiry to 

increase student achievement. 

The literature calls for school leaders, specifically principals, to integrate two leadership 

models for the purposes of increasing student achievement:  distributed leadership and 

instructional leadership.  Spillane (2005) remarks “distributed leadership is first and foremost 

about leadership practice rather than leaders or their roles, functions, routines and structures” (p. 

144).  Leithwood et al. (1994) describes instructional leadership as a series of behaviors that is 

designed to affect classroom instruction. In this environment, principals are responsible for 

informing teachers about new educational strategies, technologies and tools that apply to 

effective instruction. 

A significant aspect of the distributed and instructional leadership models cited by the 

relevant research is the ability of school leaders to promote data use.   Sutherland (2004), whose  

4-year study of 12 schools involved in Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) concluded that 

“with the appropriate mix of external requirements and internal motivation, structure and 

capacity, a school can promote and maintain a culture of data use” (p. 290).   Significant to these 

organizational elements, Sutherland (2004) suggests, are effective school leaders and structures 

that promote continuous learning.   

Research conducted by Wayman and Stringfield (2006), Knapp et al., (2006), and 

Copland (2003) also provided additional suppo rt for these first two questions.  The importance of 

principal leadership in establishing structures that support collaboration and staff development 

around data (Copland, 2003), the impact of data analysis in team meetings (Wayman & 

Stringfield, 2006), and the capacity for data-informed leadership (Knapp et al., 2006) have been 

noted as critical to the overall academic performance of the school.  Furthermore, the 
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development of structures that  enable teachers to have the time (Datnow et al., 2007; Chen et al., 

2005; Lachat & Smith, 2005) to analyze pertinent student data as a team and to collaborate 

(Schmoker, 2005; Dufour & Marzano, 2009) around student performance have been noted as 

promising practices for improving student achievement.   

In this study, eighty-five percent of study participants who completed a survey indicated 

that a focus on data use has had a significant or some impact on increasing student achievement 

at Jackson High School.  Four primary structures emerged out of the data analysis processes:  

(1). The principal’s cabinet, (2). Department and course group meetings, (3). An informal 

observation system, and (4). The ‘data tree’.  As the data suggests, each of the structures 

promoted and supported the notion of data inquiry on the part of teachers and administrators and 

enhanced the abilities of staff to make instructional and organizational decisions.  These four 

structures also appeared to have the greatest impact on increasing student achievement, as 

perceived by teachers and administrators.  These structures are elaborated in the following 

sections. Regarding the use of the four structures to improve student achievement, four themes 

emerged out of the study:  (1). Empowerment and expectations, (2). Time for collaboration, (3). 

Professional development, and (4). Data access.  These themes are elaborated as subsections of 

the structure discussions.  

Structure:  The Principal’s Cabinet 

 One of the most effective and consistently used structures to engage in data inquiry, 

according to research participants, is the principal’s cabinet.  A total of twenty-five individuals 

comprise the membership of this group, including the principal, all members of the 

administrative team, the department chairs from every department, and members of the 

counseling office.  The principal’s cabinet convenes at least one time per week during the last 
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period of the school day.  All members of the principal’s cabinet who have teaching obligations 

have been given this period “off” on the school’s master schedule.  

The principal of Jackson High School utilizes the cabinet to both distribute leadership 

responsibilities and to promote inquiry into student data as a collective body of instructional 

leaders.  The principal’s ability to promote and support data use at the cabinet level and at 

throughout the school is a significant aspect of the instructional leadership models utilized daily 

at Jackson.  As is illustrated in Table 4.1, seventy percent of research participants who completed 

the survey indicated that the building principal has had a significant impact on supporting data 

use at Jackson High School.  Twenty-nine percent of survey participants commented that the 

building principal has had some impact on supporting data use at the school.   

Table 4.1 Principal Impact on Supporting Data Use  

Survey Question:  What impact has the school principal had on supporting data use at this 
school?  

Significant Some Very Little No Impact  

70% 29% 1% 0% 

 

During the data collection process, 8 out of 10 individuals who participated in interviews 

indicated that the principal’s cabinet was an effective structure that supports the notion of data 

inquiry.   One of the assistant principals at Jackson High School commented on the impact of the 

principal’s cabinet as a structure to promote data inquiry and bring about awareness to trends in 

student performance:  

The consistent use of data in cabinet has caused awareness. Many times information is 

out there, but I know that even as an administrator in the past, I’m not real sure we used it 

in the best way possible. We knew there were kids who failed, and we knew that we were 
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Recognized or Unacceptable, or whatever, there was a rating.  But I’m not sure it was 

sort of ‘in your face’ the way it is now.   

The principal’s cabinet also allowed for more effective data analysis to occur when 

making instructional and organizational decisions.  As was stated by the social studies 

department chair: 

We’ve always looked at data but now, the data we look at in cabinet and as a school is 

much more specific and more thoughtful, and slightly more user-friendly.  Not to say it’s 

totally user friendly because its data.  But it’s more geared toward specific things that we 

need to work on, it’s not like overall, just data that’s overwhelming.  So usually when we 

talk about a particular piece of data in cabinet, there’s a purpose and there’s a function for 

it, and it’s not like we’re looking at 17 different pieces of data.  I think the faculty is more 

comfortable with it, but I think the cabinet is really comfortable with it. 

The principal intern commented on the cabinet’s ability to use data to improve student  

academic achievement:  

The cabinet is a structure that has allowed us to promote data use throughout the school 

but beginning with the members of the cabinet. Now we’re trying to focus on taking the 

data and doing something with it.  Last year it was ‘how do we look at the data and what 

would it do for us?’ Now its, ‘we have it, we know how to look at it, now how do we use 

it?’  So, it’s a different commitment from the campus but there’s that belief that if you 

look at data and you use the data to adjust instruction then student achievement will 

improve. 

One member of the principal’s cabinet, the English department chair, cited the use of the  
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cabinet as a structure for both analyzing school and student data and for the purposes of 

providing the principal with effective feedback regarding school initiatives: 

Cabinet is a vital structure in our school.  Because it’s where we either pull our principal 

back or push him forward.  It’s where it begins and then it goes out.  Our principal shares 

important data with us, raises questions and then we discuss next steps.  We’ll look at the 

data first and then he’ll pull faculty members in to have input on both the data and how 

we are going to improve student performance based on that data.  

 During observations of three cabinet meetings, quantitative and qualitative data served as 

key agenda items that prompted discussions amongst cabinet members.  With regard to 

quantitative data, the results from district benchmark exams, which are given at the beginning, 

middle, and end of the school year to all students, for each department and course group were 

utilized to guide continuous improvement efforts on the part of cabinet members.  During one 

cabinet meeting, the researcher observed the principal citing the use of data to improve student 

performance on nine different occasions.  The researcher also observed the principal and the 

department chairs sharing best practices for analyzing student benchmark data for the purposes 

of developing intervention plans prior to the TAKS tests.  As will be discussed further in the 

chapter, student attendance, parental involvement, student engagement, and teacher turnover data 

served as qualitative data that were used in the principal’s cabinet to make organizational and 

instructional decisions.  

Structure Impact:  Empowerment and Expectations 

Every individual interviewed believed that the principal, through the use of the cabinet 

primarily, empowered them to own school-wide data and to use data for a variety of purposes. 

Specifically, those interviewed noted that the principal’s cabinet not only allows for the 
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distribution of leadership responsibilities, but also provides a forum to accomplish two primary 

school goals:  (1) empowering more school leaders to take ownership of student data and (2) 

setting clear expectations about the importance of using data to make instructional and 

organizational decisions.  As the principal intern noted: 

Data use has become a norm, it’s become an expectation.  Prior to the current principal, it 

was ‘if you want to know how to use this data, go get professional development 

somewhere’, or ‘talk about it in the PLC’.  Or it was ‘40% of your kids failed, why?’ 

Now, in our school and in our cabinet, the discussions are more like ‘40% of your kids 

failed, why, and what can we do to help you? ’ So we’ve empowered more people to own 

data.  Before, it was the principal and maybe the school improvement facilitator or the 

dean of instruction.  Now it’s twenty-five members of cabinet.  When I tell you that you 

should know the benchmark scores  for ninth grade IPC students, the whole cabinet needs 

to know and we all talk about it.  We don’t just talk to the science department chair. 

These are our scores as a campus so I think there are more people empowered to feel 

comfortable with data and to discuss what to do with it.   

One of the assistant principals at Jackson High School also commented on the impact of  

the principal’s cabinet in terms of using data to set expectations and to empower others to own 

the gaps in student performance: 

There is an expectation from our building principal that we use the data and provide 

feedback and information as to how we used it.  Our principal always shares data with the 

core cabinet team, but he’s also made that information public to students and to parents 

and to all of the teachers.  So there are not those unresolved questions of ‘why are we 

doing this?’  Well, the reason we’re doing this is the data is showing us that we need to 
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make some changes.  And we’ve also come to realize that there’s some really good stuff 

happening here.  I’m not saying that all this data shows us that we’re horrible and that we 

need to improve, everybody can improve.  But what we’ve also found, which has been 

nice, is that there have been so many successes that had gone by that we didn’t really ever 

acknowledge in the past. 

A second assistant principal supported the notion that the principal’s cabinet has 

empowered cabinet members to appropriately analyze data and make critical decisions: 

I think that we’re able to go in to our instructional cabinet and make decisions based on 

real data.  We’re not making blind decisions.  We’re not doing it out of gut feeling.  

We’re doing it on raw data and information that we have available so we’re able to meet 

with our cabinet and our instructional coaches and then with the faculty as a whole and 

we can say ‘here are the real numbers, this is what’s going on, this is either (A) what 

we’re doing is making a difference, or (B) we still have a lot of work to do so we need to 

set up some systems in place in order to make that happen.  

The principal referenced the benefits of using the cabinet as a structure to promote data 

inquiry and to empower staff to use the data to make decisions:    

 They are now versed in it and now when I give data out to the cabinet and teachers they  

are able  to have a conversation with me instead of me force-feeding them ‘look at this, 

look at that’. They are able to now pick it up and ask the questions that the data is 

pointing to rather than me leading them through it saying ‘that number means this’. I now 

just have to put the data in their hands.  

The English department chair described the principal’s ability to model data-driven  
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decision-making for the cabinet as well as the use of the cabinet to communicate the expectations 

for data use to teachers in her department: 

I’ve never had a principal who was so data-driven and had so much proof of what was 

not happening that needed to.   

Researcher:  Do you feel that the principal’s belief in data-driven decision making 

extends beyond the cabinet?  

English Department Chair:  Yes, absolutely. 

Researcher:  How so? 

English Department Chair:  What happens with the cabinet basically trickles down, but in 

a good way, because he does listen to us and he does value and respect our opinion, and 

he doesn’t always go with what he first started with.  He presents the data and then he 

takes our input on what to do next very seriously.  And then that, its almost like a chain 

effect, because that impacts everything we do, our observation protocol and our 

departmental meetings, our course group meetings, and then those impact the instruction.  

So it can’t start here in the middle, it has to start back here with the cabinet.  With that 

said, you’ve got to have a principal who really listens because you can have a cabinet and 

not really mean much.  You know, where it’s just kind of lip service, I guess.  Choosing 

the cabinet is important too because you’ve got to have a cabinet that is going to push 

back. Push back is needed because once it gets to the classroom teachers, if they don’t 

believe in what we’re doing, it won’t work.  So you kind of have to have the whole cycle.  

The science department chair also supported the notion that the principal’s ability to use 

the cabinet as a structure to model effective data use and to set expectations for the campus 

through distributed leadership: 



   
 

77 
 

Cabinet meetings is the place where will go to sit down, look at data.  Recently we 

looked at MoY score data in there.   

Researcher:  Does the principal facilitate those discussions?  

Science Department Chair:  Sometimes, it depends on the agenda. Most of the time, when 

we are looking at data, he teaches us how to use data appropriately, how to pool data. I 

think there’s always been a push in the district to use data, but what does that mean?  

What does it look like?  And our principal has actually taken us there.  He has told us 

how to get the data, what data to look at.  When we do our science TAKS push and we 

wanted to do interventions for kids who needed help, he went through with us, the steps 

on where to get the data, what data to look at, even breaking up the kids into certain 

groups, high, medium, low.  And at the end of the year our passing rate was really high.  

We had a really good result based on how he had us pull that data.  So instead of him just 

running the reports, he actually sat down with us and showed us which data to pull for 

analysis.  He actually sat down with us and took the time. He models that in cabinet 

often.  

Another assistant principal at Jackson commented on the principal’s ability to empower  

her to use data and the benefits of the cabinet as a structure for promoting data inquiry: 

He allows us to use the information however we want to, really.  We’re able to 

independently call parents, talk to kids, look at scores. You know the ability to get into 

GradeSpeed and check out even our PDAS lists.  Who’s grading correctly or what their 

levels are.  He’s just reinforced how using the data is going to be beneficial to the 

improvement of the campus.  And we’re able to speak with, I guess not the word some 

authority, but we’re able to speak with concrete information because of the data. 
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Researcher:  In your opinion, do teachers and administrators at this school associate an 

increase in student achievement with a focus on the use of data?   

Assistant Principal:  I think so.  I think the principal has certainly heightened the 

awareness of all people on this campus about data and I think that that has been an 

intricate part of every conversation that we have, especially at the cabinet. When we 

present the data to the entire faculty, it’s straight to the point of why we’re doing certain 

things and where we need to improve. 

 During observations of three cabinet meetings, the researcher recorded multiple 

occasions in which the principal led the discussions but in a distributed leadership approach.  

During one cabinet meeting, the principal opened the discussion and then was forced to leave for 

another appointment with a district employee.  Members of the cabinet, most notably the 

principal intern and the department chairs, facilitated the discussion that was focused on the 

student attendance rate.  While the members of the cabinet who were interviewed believed that 

the cabinet was used as a structure to distribute leadership and build capacity amongst others, 

survey results imply the notion that such capacity building might be limited to the members of 

cabinet.  Twenty-two percent of survey participants indicated that the use of data in the school 

increased leadership capacity building amongst teachers and administrators.  

Structure:  Department and Course Group Meetings 

 Department and course group meetings were cited by research participants as a critical 

structure the principal established that supported data inquiry. For the first time at Jackson High 

School, the principal and members of the administrative team developed a master schedule that 

allowed for common planning to occur on a daily basis for every teacher within each department.  
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Department chairs were then able to use the schedule to set aside time each week for their 

department and/or course groups to meet.   

 Interview data, most notably from the four department chairs, supported the course group 

and department meetings as a structure that allows for data inquiry.  The English department 

chair stated:  

A structure that has had a significant impact for our department would be the course 

group meetings.  The schedule allows us to meet as a course group, and a course group 

would be my 9th grade English teachers, 10th, 11th, and 12th, those are my course groups.  

We meet every week together to look at data and plan.  Right now, most of our work 

together is focused on the TAKS diagnostic tests to see where each student needs to 

improve.  Our course groups also allow us time to look at student work, which is 

something we are really trying to work on to see if what we’re doing is working or not.   

The social studies department chair also described the use of course group meetings as a 

structure to engage in data analysis: 

Course group meetings, which are brand new to the campus this year, meet at least once a 

week to review relevant, meaningful assessment data that will help us improve.  Analysis 

of data is always a major focus in each of these meetings.  

The math department chair also indicated that the course group meetings provide a 

structure that not only allows for inquiry into student data, but also for the implementation of 

professional learning communities:  

The biggest positive structure has been the course group and department meetings 

common planning time.  It’s institutionalized the notion of professional learning 

communities and has enabled us to dig into student data.  This is the first year that it’s 
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been incorporated into the school day.  Last year we were meeting but it had to be done 

before school.  Time to meet during the day has been a great asset to our department.  

Finally, the science department chair also supported the idea that time to meet as course 

groups and as a department has had a positive impact on the teacher’s abilities to collect and 

analyze student data: 

In the past, the way we were set up, we had a common period based on our houses or our 

teams and 9th grade it was always 2A and B, however the kids were separated.  So it was 

cross-content, same grade level.  That just always turned into complaining about students.  

It was no where near as productive as this.  We’ve always planned together in the science 

department.  That was something the other department chair, we were doing before.  I 

think people were saying ‘hey this is a good idea.’  But we just had to do it before school, 

after school.  If I had a student teacher we would just always just try and find a time.  So 

we’ve always done it, but it was never structured.  And we are really spending more time 

looking at all kinds of student data now when we meet.  That has been a big push from 

our principal.  

Survey results supported the use of department and course group meetings to analyze 

student data and make instructional plans as a team.  Sixty-four percent of survey participants 

indicated that Jackson High School uses student achievement or organizational data to make 

decisions through subject-specific planning.  Eighty-one percent reported the same was true 

when planning as a department.   

During observations of at least two department and course group meetings from each of 

the four core departments, district benchmark data and student work was analyzed by all 

members of the department or course group and intervention plans were established for 
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identified students.  Department chair’s developed content specific and objective specific 

spreadsheets that displayed the student data for each teacher.  Department chair’s also developed 

data analysis protocols for each teacher to use within their course groups to analyze the data and 

make plans for future instruction.  A copy of the social studies department’s benchmark analysis 

protocol is included as Appendix G.  

Structure Impact:  Time for Collaboration  

Teachers and administrators at Jackson High School shared a common belief that the 

department and course group structures provided time for collaboration, specifically around 

collaborative data use to improve student achievement.  As was noted in the review of literature, 

the notion of using time to collaborate as administrators and teachers around student data has 

surfaced as a promising practice for improving student achievement.  In a study of four low-

income school districts, Wayman, Midgley and Stringfield (2006) found that data use was most 

effective in schools where staff worked together to calibrate expectations, review concrete 

evidence of student learning, and participate in instructional decision making.  

A 2004 MetLife Foundation study on effective school leadership also supports the notion 

of school leaders creating structures that allow for teacher collaboration.  The study indicates that 

good principals create structures for their teachers to work as a community.  They provide 

resources--time, funding, space, and support--for collaboration, and they treat teachers as 

professionals who are expected to build their collective expertise through their own 

development.   

 Survey responses supported the belief that the building principal has positively impacted 

the notion of collaborative data use by setting up structures that allow for time to analyze such 

data.  Sixty-four percent of those surveyed noted that the building principal designated time for 
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data review or analysis.   Seventy-eight percent of survey responses noted that the principal 

encouraged or promoted collaborative data use.  As Table 4.2 illustrates, survey results indicated 

that teacher collaborative practices include collaborative planning, collaborative data review, 

discussing student progress, discussing instructional strategies, and discussing instructional or 

organizational challenges. 

Table 4.2 Teacher collaborative practices  

Survey Question:  Teacher collaborative practices in this school most frequently include (check 
all that apply) 

Collaborative 
planning  

Collaborative data 
review 

Discussing 
student progress 

Discussing 
instructional 

strategies 

Discussing 
instructional 

or 
organizational 

challenges  
95% 68% 75% 81% 60% 

 

 When asked about the factors that most facilitated the use of data by teachers and 

administrators, fifty-seven percent of those who completed a survey cited teacher collaboration.  

Forty-six percent of survey participants cited teacher leadership and fifty percent cited principal 

leadership.  

Inherent within the department chair interviews and the observations that were made, was 

the belief that collaboration around student performance data would increase teacher, student and 

school performance.  This belief was also supported by members of the administrative team.  

One assistant principal remarked: 

I think that our principal has helped to improve the administrative staff and teachers 

compared to prior principals I’ve worked with in this particular school and others.  I think 

that he has really done a good job putting the data out and letting us have those 

conversations about the data with the instructional specialists, the department chairmen, 
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and teachers.  The message is that not just the immediate assistant principals and 

principal are going to make decisions.  But we’re all having the same conversation and 

we’re all involved at some level.  I think that an important part of that is having those 

conversations, going to the classroom, coming back, talking with each other about the 

lesson, looking at assessment data, and then having that reflective piece.  It’s a growing 

experience with this principal, which I like. We’re in the business of education so we 

need to grow as educators and learn as much as we can about our craft.  Through 

collaboration and conversations around data, we can be much more effective in 

increasing student achievement.  

Structure:  Informal Observation System  

 The teacher observation and feedback system was a third structure that the building 

principal implemented and that study participants described as playing a vital role in the data 

inquiry processes at Jackson High School.  Seventy one percent of survey participants indicated 

that they used the informal observation data to identify teacher strengths or areas of 

improvement.   

The informal teacher observation system was based on a common set of protocols that 

were developed by members of the principal’s instructional cabinet.  A copy of these protocols is 

provided in Appendix H.  The protocols were aligned to the indicators that cabinet members 

believed would have the greatest impact on improving student academic performance, which was 

driven by past student performance data, as well as the indicators that would drive teacher 

professional development.   

 The use of technology, most notably the Mobile Principal handheld device, enables 

cabinet members, especially the department chairs, to report on informal observations of 



   
 

84 
 

teachers.  The observations and the feedback given by department chairs, along with pertinent 

student academic achievement data within each class, provide teachers with relevant data on 

their own teaching performance.  As a result, teachers self-selected professional development 

modules that were facilitated by the instructional specialists and key school instructional leaders 

on a monthly basis.  The system as a whole was described in a document provided to the 

researcher by a member of the administrative team: 

The Jackson Informal Observation Protocol is accessible to instructional coaches, 

department chairs, and administrators through handheld computers and a software 

program called, Mobile Principal.  The observer uses the device to select a teacher and 

class period for observation.  When a teacher is selected, the observer is able to see the 

selected professional development goal for that particular teacher.  In the classroom, the 

observer uses the Mobile Principal application to rate the teacher in their chosen goal 

areas on a scale of 1-4 (from “no evidence” to “mastery”).  The application also allows 

the observer to provide written feedback to the teacher related to the professional 

development goals they are working on.  The feedback is shared with the teacher through 

a feedback report and follow-up coaching session; however, the rating is only used as a 

tool to measure progress towards goal development and is not directly shared with the 

teacher.  The distinction between the feedback and the rating is an important function of 

the observations as the goal of the observations is to be sure that the teachers remain 

focused on the developmental aspects of the system, and do not confuse this with an 

evaluative process.  During the first semester of use of the Mobile Principal application 

and the handheld computers for the observations, more than 500 observations have been 

recorded in the system.   
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 Individual teacher and administrator interview data supported the use of the informal 

observation system as a structure that allows for data inquiry aimed at improving teacher 

performance.  One assistant principal described the use of the observation protocol to identify 

areas of challenge in teacher performance and to develop a common vision for teaching and 

learning:  

We have used an instrument we call the observation protocol here. So through that 

instrument we’re going into classes and making observations on the targeted or specific 

areas.  And so we use that data to find out whether or not, you know, the class is on 

target, if they’re a core course, if they’re teaching the same unit as the other courses. This 

is especially important when we’re looking at the leads to benchmarks and that sort of 

thing. I think that the way that we have allowed teachers to process this information has 

helped trigger a rise in achievement.  Because it started out with a core group getting 

together the observation protocol, find out specific areas and determining these are the 

areas that we would like to specifically observe and give teachers feed back on.  Then we 

went through a process of telling the teachers, this is what it’s all about, step-by-step.  

And then the other piece of that is the expectation that this will happen.  So we made sure 

that there was continuity and the continuity was not only with the APs, but the 

instructional leaders and the department chairmen who were coming through doing 

classroom visits.  We were all operating through the same lens. And I think that operating 

through the same lens, using the same language helped the teachers change classroom 

practices, which helps increase the student achievement.  
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The math department chair also made reference to her use of the observation protocol to 

improve teaching through coaching: 

When I do an observation I debrief personally and in writing.  If I see something that’s 

not working, don’t take the approach of ‘don’t do that’.  I try to coach them through the 

lens of ‘maybe you could try this, or that’.  You know, if you come to one class where 

students are all over the place, no focus, no engagement, I ask the teacher ‘well what 

were they doing?’ And sometimes I get a response like ‘well they had this worksheet, and 

when they got done with that worksheet they were supposed to do this worksheet.’  When 

I debrief with that teacher I usually say ‘well let’s break your lessons down into 20 

minute chunks.  If you expect them to get that work done in 20 minutes you say you have 

20 minutes, when you’re done, when that’s up, collect it.  Don’t just say ‘ok, take the rest 

of the period’.   I try to take that coaching mentality and that seems to work.  And having 

the observation protocol department and school-wide gives us great alignment to what we 

are trying to achieve.    

Structure Impact:  Professional Development 

The existing literature on using structures for professional learning based on relevant data 

describes the connection between principal leadership and teacher improvement.  In How 

Leadership Influences Learning (Leithwood et al., 2004), three broad sets of leadership practices 

that are consistently linked to improved student learning were identified:  setting directions, 

developing people, and redesigning the organization.   

Leithwood and Riehl (2003) note that case studies of exceptional schools indicate that 

“school leaders influence learning primarily by galvanizing effort around ambitious goals and by 

establishing conditions that support teachers and that help students succeed” (p. 3).  When it 
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comes to increasing student learning, Barkley et al. (2001) have identified a set of strategies that 

school leaders should consider employing:  (1) modeling learning; (2) providing compelling 

reasons for others to learn; and (3) creating a coaching environment for continuous growth.  

In a document provided to the researcher by a member of the administrative team, the  

use of the informal observation system to set teacher goals and to provide direction for on-site 

professional development was described: 

When a teacher is selected on the Mobile Principal, the observer is able to see the 

selected professional development goal for that particular teacher.  The professional 

development goals are aligned with the five professional development skill sets that make 

up the Jackson Observation Protocol.  Teachers also participate in on-campus 

professional development sessions focused on their goal areas every other Friday.   

Survey results and individual interviews also supported the impact of the observation 

system on identifying professional development needs and improving student achievement.  

Sixty percent of those who completed a survey indicated that teacher observation data is used to 

identify professional development needs.  One of the assistant principals described the use of the 

in-house professional development sessions:  

A major part of our informal observation system is our in-house professional 

development on Friday.  We’re using the same information from the protocol data and 

the teachers are able to self-select what they need to improve on.    

The English department chair also commented on the impact of the observation protocol  

as a structure to promote data inquiry and improve teacher performance: 

Our principal lets teachers pick the area of PD they need based on the observation data 

and the student achievement results we have from each class. I think when you give 
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teachers that kind of control over their instruction, you’re more likely to have change.  

But even though they get to pick their own area of PD, we still have some input.  We can 

go to them and say ‘I really think you’re great in this area, I really don’t think there’s a 

problem, could we maybe consider moving you to this area instead because I see a little 

more need there?’  Then we, as a campus, we decided where we wanted to fit the 

professional development in, and Fridays for us are what we call “C-days” where we 

meet all of our classes on that day.  There are not block classes on Fridays.  They’re 45, 

50 minute classes, so we decided that on those Fridays, those C-days, every other C-day, 

they would go to PD one of their conference periods.  These days are protected by the 

campus.  

Structure:  The ‘Data Tree’ 

 The fourth structure that emerged out of the data analysis and was cited by every 

individual who was interviewed was the ‘data tree’, also described as the ‘Christmas tree’, due to 

the structure’s efforts to  proactively determine those students who might be considered at-risk as 

well as those students who are on track to graduate every six weeks.  The “tree” is a spreadsheet 

that lists each student by name.  A color coded ranking system tracks each student based on 

identified criteria.  A copy of the document used to describe the total ranking and color code 

scheme is provided as Appendix I.   

The School Improvement Facilitator (SIF), with district support, updates the spreadsheet 

every six weeks and then notifies school staff.  At that time, the SIF prints out reports for 

members of the principal’s instructional cabinet.  These reports are reviewed by the department 

chairs and the members of the administrative team in order to identify students who are at-risk, 

as well as those who have made significant advances in performance.  Department members then 
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use the data to develop a set of academic and/or behavioral interventions, as well as rewards, to 

address each specific student group and each student.  The principal, who developed this data 

monitoring structure, describes the system for the purposes of rewarding and interventions as 

follows: 

We have a data system that allows us to check on a kid every six weeks and to monitor 

change from six weeks to six weeks to catch a kid falling or rising rather than waiting for 

the fall and the bottom to drop out.  That’s called a Christmas tree, holiday tree, data tree 

– it’s got a few names.  And once that happens we can do rewards for kids who have 

improved over six weeks, attendance, passing, and such.  And for the kids who start to 

fail, instead of waiting until they fail five out of seven, six out of eight, we could stop 

them mid-way and say “hey there’s a drop, why are you dropping?”   Other campuses 

have used the concept and have had success with it.  It’s different from putting up a ‘ok, 

here’s the honor roll’.  This really tries to measure changes on a benchmark basis rather 

than every 6 months or every marking period.  Some teachers refer to it as the Christmas 

tree because it has 5 colors depending on where the kid is, from green which means 

good-to-go, to red meaning really in trouble of dropping out.  And then when you scroll 

through the data it literally looks like Christmas lights. 

An assistant principal described the use of the data tree to target specific groups of  

students for the purposes of developing academic interventions: 

The data tree has been very helpful to all of us and as a cabinet we look at it, at the 

minimum, every six weeks.  We’re targeting two groups specifically; we like to look at 

the high-end group for those kids that are doing very well, that way we can congratulate 

and award those that are high achievers and those that are doing what they are supposed 
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to be doing.  Then we also look at the bottom two groups, the reds and oranges, we’re 

looking at them and calling them more our at-risk students.  We’re looking at attendance 

issues, academic problems, that sort of thing.  And once we get that information we’re 

holding meetings with the student to find out specifically with the low achievers to find 

out if there’s anything we can do to provide assistance to move them from that level.  We 

also want to make sure that the kids that are in the second range don’t fall to that red 

range.  We want to try to keep that number in that group as small as possible.  And then 

we look at the overall tree just to look for trends of kids or groups going up and down.  

The science department chair made reference to the use of the data tree to identify 

students by specific sub-group:  

One of the structures that the principal has brought to our campus that has been really 

great is the Christmas tree.  Looking at that to see where the kids were last 6 weeks; did 

they go higher up, or lower, did they go from red to green, whatever.  We do that.  We 

use the Christmas tree for our TAKS program also.   

The data tree was specifically cited in twenty percent of surveys.   The researcher also 

observed teachers both referencing the data tree and using the data tree when analyzing student 

performance data and when developing intervention plans.  During an observation of a High 

Schools That Work (HSTW) focus group, the group members began developing a transition 

action plan for rising ninth graders.  Much of the discussion centered on the identification and 

analysis of pertinent seventh and eighth grade data to most effectively target students that might 

be considered at-risk prior to the beginning of the ninth grade year.  The researcher observed one 

group member state “We should work with staff from our two feeder middle schools to identify 

and collect the same type of data like we have on our data tree.” 
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 During an observation of a geometry course group meeting, the researcher observed 

teachers crafting a tiered system of interventions based on current benchmark assessment results.  

One teacher stated “We should be using the data tree in addition to these results in order to give 

us a more complete picture of each student.”  Similarly, during an observation of the tenth grade 

English teachers course group meeting, the researcher observed teachers willingness to share 

best practices for assisting students with their TAKS essay exams.  One teacher stated “I use the 

Christmas tree to identify students who are special education students so that I can develop 

specific interventions that are appropriate.”    

Structure Impact:  Data Access 

 The data tree structure highlights the impact of school leadership on ensuring that 

teachers and administrators have access to the types of data that will most effectively drive 

instructional decision-making.  Fifty-five percent of individuals who completed a survey 

indicated that the principal has provided greater access to student data.  Almost half of these 

responses specifically cited the data tree.  The English department chair also indicated that the 

data tree, and the influence of the principal with regard to using the structure, has been beneficial 

in terms of easily accessing important data: 

Since our principal has been here, he’s been really good about pulling the data together 

for us and he is constantly working to try to make it more user friendly, which is the key 

with a lot of English teachers, a lot of the more experienced teachers, I’ll say, the older 

teachers, because the younger teachers are more comfortable with that.  It still makes me 

really uncomfortable, anything that’s technology; however we have our data system 

which has been a thousand names, the Christmas tree, the data tree… it actually breaks 

the kids out by color, whether or not they’re in danger.   
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 The science department chair made note of the data tree’s ability to provide access for the 

purposes of identifying specific student groups, such as Special Education students (SPED) and 

English Language Learners (ELL):  The tree also allows us to easily access students that are 

SPED and ELL.  So that’s really quick data to get.   

 The principal described his belief in ensuring that teachers and staff have easy access to 

pertinent student data, given the demands that are placed on them in terms of time and teaching 

responsibilities: 

Teachers do not have the time, despite what people who have never  been in education 

think, to go through mounds and mounds of data.  Teachers should be presented with an 

easy  way of reading what the outcomes are so they can spend their time creatively 

responding to the data rather than trying to collect it and then analyze it.  I think that’s 

where we fall short.  I hear the great teachers all day, the great ones, well for me, many of 

the great ones have families and many of the great ones burn out.  In the 21st century, 

teachers should be able to open up their email, excel or some application to immediately 

review student data rather than having to hunt for everything and put it all together. I also 

feel that we have to get beyond only viewing data as test scores. There’s so much data 

that the teachers’ have in their possession that I’d love to get my hands on but there’s no 

way of collecting it.  We, twenty years ago, did not have to do what the teachers of today 

have to do with regard to the use of data and class assessments.  It’s our job as 

administrators and my job as the principal to make sure they get the data they need, data 

they can use.   
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Part A Summary:  Leadership, Data Structures, and Student Achievement   

The first two questions of this study were guided by the research conducted by various 

scholars, such as Sutherland (2004), Wayman and Stringfield (2006), Knapp et al., (2006), and 

Copland (2003).  The data revealed four primary structures that the principal developed to 

support data inquiry on the part of teachers and administrators:  (1). The principal’s cabinet, (2). 

Department and course group meetings, (3). An informal observation system, and (4). The data 

tree.  Aligned to each of these structures are four themes:  (1). Empowerment and expectations, 

(2). Time for Collaboration, (3). Professional Development, and (4). Data access.  

The principal’s cabinet is composed of twenty-five individuals, including each campus 

administrator, the department chairmen, and members of the counseling department.  The 

principal utilizes the cabinet to both distribute leadership responsibilities (Spillane, 2005; 

Murphy, 2005; Leithwood & Mascall, 2008) and to provide a forum for data inquiry on the part 

of school leaders (Copland, 2003; Knapp et al., 2006).  The members of the principal’s cabinet 

are viewed as the instructional leaders at Jackson High School and utilize the cabinet structure to  

promote data use when making instructional and organizational decisions.   

Individual interviews of identified cabinet members illustrated the use of the principal’s 

cabinet as a structure that allows teacher and administrative leaders to become more involved in 

the decision-making processes that impact students.  Those interviewed also described the use of 

the principal’s cabinet as a method for empowering school leaders to own the school’s data and 

to set expectations for the school-wide use of data.  Survey results and researcher observations 

also supported the use of the principal’s cabinet as a structure aimed at promoting data inquiry.   

For the first time at Jackson, all teachers have at least one period off on the master 

schedule to meet as a department and/or course group, according to research participants.  These 
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structures were noted as a significant element of the principal’s efforts to promote and support 

collaborative data inquiry.  These structures enable teachers to analyze student performance data 

in order to develop department and/or course group intervention plans for specific students.  

Survey results indicated that data is used to plan as both course groups and as departments.  

During observations of department and course group meetings, the researcher recorded instances 

in which benchmark and other forms of data were used to develop tiered intervention systems for 

identified students (Wayman & Stringfield, 2006).  The researcher also collected pertinent 

documents that illustrate the manner in which teachers analyze student academic data during 

these meetings.  

A third structure that emerged out of the data analysis was Jackson High School’s 

informal observation system, which is utilized to identify teacher strengths and areas of 

improvement.  This structure is utilized to address student academic performance in terms 

providing teaching performance feedback that is aimed at improving teaching practices 

(Sutherland, 2004).  The department chairs and administrators utilize technology to record their 

observations and to provide the necessary feedback to teachers.  Teachers are able to use the 

feedback provided to self-select on-site professional development modules that are provided by 

the schools’ instructional specialists.  The professional development modules are delivered each 

month during protected blocks of time.  The researcher collected documents that support the use 

of this structure as a method for using data to improve student achievement.  Such documents 

included a copy of the schools observation protocols as well as a description of the structure 

itself, which was provided to the researcher by a member of the administrative team.  

The fourth structure that emerged out of the data analysis was the data tree, which was 

referred to as the ‘Christmas tree’ by several teachers and administrators.  Teachers and 
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administrators use the data tree on a six-week basis to identify students who might be considered 

at-risk, as well as to recognize students are being successful on identified criteria.  The “tree” is a 

spreadsheet that lists each student by name.  A color coded ranking system tracks each student 

based on identified criteria.  Over fifty percent of individuals who completed a survey indicated 

that the principal has provided greater access to student data.  Almost half of these responses 

specifically cited the data tree.  Each individual interviewed cited the data tree as a significant 

structure brought to the campus by the principal that allows for instant access to pertinent student 

data, both quantitative and qualitative.  The researcher noted administrators and department 

members making reference to the data tree for the purposes of identifying students for specific 

interventions during observations. 

Part B:  Utilization of Quantitative and Qualitative Student Data   

The third and fourth questions of this research study address the manner in which 

teachers and administrators are using quantitative student data, in terms of academic 

performance data, as well as qualitative data, such as student discipline and attendance data, to 

make organizational and instructional decisions.  The third question of the research study was:  

How are teachers and administrators using student achievement data in their instructional 

decision-making?  The fourth question of this study was:  What are the qualitative data elements 

that school leaders might consider to inform the ongoing planning and decision-making process?   

These two research questions were guided by the existing literature on data use and 

continuous improvement, as well as the impact of principal leadership.  Aligning systems to 

provide school personnel with the opportunity to effectively use data when making 

organizational decisions is supported by the research conducted by Corbett, Wilson, and 

Williams (2002), who investigated two successful schools.  They concluded “offering systemic 
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professional development, exhibiting visionary leadership, creating congruent organizational 

structures, connecting to parents, and establishing complementary policies” (Corbett, Wilson, 

and Williams, 2002, p. 150) were ways in which a ‘all students can learn’ philosophy and culture 

was established across the two schools investigated.   Furthermore, according to Corbett, Wilson, 

and Williams (2002), teachers and school leaders who used data to drive the continuous 

improvement process and to emphasize a focus on success for all students, were more likely to 

develop and sustain a culture that is marked by shared, data-driven decision making.  

Luo’s (2008) study, which examined data-driven decision making practices, also 

illustrates the importance of using data to become better informed.  The study, which was 

conducted across 183 public high schools in a Midwestern state, found that “principals use data 

more frequently in instructional and organization operational leadership than in the leadership 

dimensions of school vision and collaborative partnerships” (p. 603).  Regarding the factors that 

impact data use, Luo (2008) notes that “human-related factors such as perceptions of data quality 

and data analysis skills seemed to have direct effects on data use in addressing administrative 

problems in instruction and organizational operation, which were used frequently.  Organization-

related factors such as school district requirement and accessibility of data tended to have more 

direct influence on data use in the leadership dimensions of school vision and collaborative 

partnerships, where data was used less often.” (p. 603).  

Wayman (2005) points out that research on school improvement and school effectiveness 

has suggested that data use is central to the school improvement process (as cited in Chrispeels, 

1992; Earl & Katz, 2002), and there are case studies available describing ways in which data has 

supported educational decisions (as cited in Feldman & Tung, 2001; Lachat, 2002; Pardini, 2000; 

Protheroe, 2001; and Symonds, 2003).  Wayman and Stringfield (2006) also establish that 
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several authors (Mandinach et al. 2005; Mieles and Foley, 2005; Wayman et al. 2004) have 

suggested that a data initiative involving teachers would be most useful if teacher involvement 

was widespread throughout the faculty and supported by efficient data systems.  

In this study, survey, individual interview results, and observations highlighted four types 

of student academic achievement data referred to on a regular basis by teachers and 

administrators.  These data included:  (1) results of the district benchmark exams, which are 

given at the beginning, middle, and end of the year for all students in the core academic subjects; 

(2) results of  unit assessments, which are given at the conclusion of a determined periodic 

teaching and learning cycle; (3) results of common assessments, which are utilized by 

departments and course groups to align assessments across the curriculum; and (4) results of the 

six-week assessments, which are required by the district most notably for the core subjects.  

Individual interviews also noted the use of the annual TAKS data to inform the instructional 

decision-making processes on the part of teachers and administrators.   

Research participants also noted the use of six primary types of qualitative data to inform 

their ongoing planning and decision-making processes.  These data were:  (1) attendance, 

including late arrivals, tardies, and absences; (2) discipline, such as student out of school and in 

school suspensions; (3) English Language Learner (ELL) status; (4) Special Education (SPED) 

status; (5) student work; and (6) classroom walkthrough feedback. 

Teachers and administrators at Jackson High School noted six ways in which they 

primarily utilized both quantitative student academic achievement and qualitative data to make 

instructional and organizational decisions that would positively impact student performance.  

These practices included:  monitoring individual student progress, monitoring whole class 

progress, assessing student needs, identifying student strengths or areas of improvement, 
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identifying teacher strengths or areas of improvement, and holding one another accountable.  

Study participants also described the use of the data tree as a warehouse for collecting and 

analyzing both quantitative and qualitative student data for the purposes of making decisions.  

The use of both quantitative and qualitative data on the part of teachers and administrators 

revealed one primary theme:  Using data to continuously improve student and school 

achievement.  

Quantitative and Qualitative Data:  Types and Frequency 

 The data analysis from this study revealed various types of quantitative student academic 

achievement data used by teachers and administrators.  The analysis also presented a significant 

number of qualitative data that teachers and administrators used to guide their planning and 

decision-making and to improve student performance.  

As Table 4.3 illustrates, survey results from this study indicated the frequent use of four 

specific types of student academic achievement data on the part of teachers and administrators.  

The majority of survey participants indicated that they referred to these types of data to guide 

instructional and organizational decision-making.  

Table 4.3 Types of Student Academic Achievement Data Utilized  

Survey Question:  What types of data do you refer to/utilize?  
District Benchmark 

Results 
Unit Assessment 

Results 
Common 

Assessment Results 
Six-Week 

Assessment Results  
71% 67% 65% 62% 

 

Table 4.4 denotes the frequency of use of the student academic achievement data by 

teachers and administrators, according to the survey results.  Research participants noted the 

monthly and quarterly use of district benchmark results and six-week assessment results, the 

monthly use of unit assessment results, and the weekly use of common assessment results.  
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Table 4.4 Frequency of Use:  Student Academic Achievement Data  

Survey Question:  How often do you review this data?   
 District Benchmark 

Results 
Unit Assessment 

Results 
Common 

Assessment 
Results 

Six-Week 
Assessment 

Results  
Daily 2.2% 2.4% 17.1% 2.6% 

Weekly 2.2% 26.2% 48.8% 5.1% 

Monthly 40.0% 54.8% 24.4% 43.6% 

Quarterly 37.8% 9.5% 2.4% 33.3% 

Six 
Weeks 

4.4% 4.8% 2.4% 15.4% 

Annually  13.3% 2.4% 4.9% 0.0% 

 

One significant type of student data that was not included on the survey was the annual 

TAKS data.  Each individual interviewed cited the use of TAKS data to make instructional 

decisions.  The researcher also observed teachers and administrators referencing TAKS scores in 

faculty, cabinet, department and course group meetings.  

In addition to the student academic achievement data utilized by teachers and 

administrators at Jackson High School, study participants described the use of qualitative data to 

inform the ongoing planning and decision-making processes.  As Table 4.5 illustrates, survey 

results from this study indicated the frequent use of seven specific types of qualitative data on the 

part of teachers and administrators.   

Table 4.5 Types of Qualitative Data Utilized  

Survey Question:  What types of data do you refer to/utilize?  
Attendance Discipline ELL SPED Student Work  Classroom 

Walkthrough 
Feedback  

95% 70% 76% 83% 87% 62% 
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Table 4.6 denotes the frequency of use of the qualitative data by teachers and 

administrators at Jackson High School.  As the data illustrates, a majority of research participants 

indicated the use of attendance data and student work on a daily basis.  A majority of those who 

completed the survey also noted the use of discipline, ELL, and SPED data on a daily or weekly 

basis.  Classroom walkthrough feedback was reviewed monthly or weekly by a majority of 

research participants.  

Table 4.6 Frequency of Use:  Qualitative Data  

Survey Question:  How often do you review this data?   
 Attendance Discipline ELL SPED Student 

Work 
Classroom 

Walkthrough 
Feedback 

Daily 58.3% 38.6% 25.0% 26.9% 63.6% 12.8% 

Weekly 26.7% 31.8% 31.3% 34.6% 25.3% 43.6% 

Monthly 8.3% 25.0% 18.8% 21.2% 7.3% 35.9% 

Quarterly 6.7% 2.3% 10.4% 9.6% 1.8% 7.7% 

Six 
Weeks 

0.0% 0.0% 4.2% 1.9% 0,0% 0.0% 

Annually  0.0% 2.3% 10.4% 5.8% 0.0% 0.0% 

 

 Teachers and administrators who participated in this study indicated the frequent 

reference to a variety of both quantitative, in the form of student academic data, and qualitative 

student data.  Four specific types of student academic data were referenced by study participants 

to assist with instructional and organizational planning.  Six types of qualitative data were 

referred to by study participants as most frequently utilized.  Each of these data were cited by 

teachers and administrators at Jackson High School as critical to the continuous improvement 

process.  
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Utilizing Data to Continuously Improve  

 In alignment with the types of data most frequently utilized by study participants, 

teachers and administrators at Jackson High School noted that increases in student achievement 

might be attributed to the focus and utilization of several types of data.  As Table 4.7 conveys, 

these data are:  student achievement data, other student data such as attendance and discipline 

rates, student work, and classroom walkthrough data.    

Table 4.7 Increases in Student Achievement Attributed to Data Use 

Survey Question:  Increases in student achievement might be attributed to a variety of data 
including:   
Student Achievement 

Data 
Other Student Data Student Work Classroom 

Walkthrough Data  
76% 64% 52% 52% 

 

 Teachers and administrators at Jackson High School noted six ways in which they 

primarily utilized both quantitative student academic achievement and qualitative data to make 

instructional and organizational decisions that would positively impact student performance.  As 

Table 4.8 illustrates, these practices included:  to monitor individual student progress, to monitor 

whole class progress, to assess student needs, to identify student and teacher strengths or areas of 

improvement, and to hold one another accountable.   

Table 4.8 Purposes of Data Use 

Survey Question:  For what purposes do you use data when making decisions?   
To monitor 
individual 

student 
progress 

To monitor 
whole class 

progress 

To assess 
current 

student needs 

To identify 
student 

strengths or 
areas of 

improvement 

To identify 
teacher strengths 

or areas of 
improvement  

To hold 
myself or 

others 
accountable 

94% 73% 80% 86% 71% 78% 
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Utilization of Quantitative Data  

 Individual interview data and researcher observations revealed the notion that the 

utilization of data on the part of teachers and administrators was aimed at one purpose:  to 

continuously improve student and school performance.  With regard to the use of quantitative 

student academic achievement data, interviews and observations highlighted the use of common 

assessment results, benchmark and TAKS data, and passing and failure rates.  Within the 

purposes for using data when making decisions by survey participants, these data proved to play 

a critical role for improving the academic performance of the students at Jackson High School.  

Continuous Improvement:  Common Assessments 

 Individuals who were interviewed as well as those who completed the survey noted the 

use of common assessments as a process that yielded a critical type of data utilized to improve 

student and school performance.  The principal intern described the use of common assessments 

by the math department at this school: 

We look at the results from common assessments pretty consistently, especially with the 

Math department. We try to correlate the results of common assessments and to the 

results we’re going to see on TAKS.  In the last 2 years Algebra I had a correlation of 

plus or minus 5 percentage points on common assessments to TAKS.  I’m trying to get 

Science, English and Social Studies to do the same thing but we’re still in the stages of 

creating common assessments in some of those other core courses.  

 Researcher:  Why do you think the Math department has had so much success with  

creating and using common assessments? 

Principal Intern:  They took a stand 2 years ago, and it was one of those ‘ah ha’ moments, 

and it really, and I say Math Department, Algebra II, Geometry, and Algebra I have 
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common assessments but its really our Algebra I team who 2 years ago said why are we 

doing different assessments, how do I know your kids are learning more than mine are?  

How can talk about results when we’re giving 5 different tests? And they just said ‘we’re 

going to start planning together and making assessments together.’ We’re trying to, I 

don’t want to say duplicate it, but talk about that process with other courses.   

The math department chair also made reference the way in which the department 

members used common assessment data to develop academic interventions for identified 

students: 

The first thing that I brought to Jackson that I had done at my prior school was the idea of 

common assessments and using the common assessment data to do immediate 

interventions.  So we give students an assessment, any student that was not proficient at 

that skill that was tested, we grouped them together with the teacher who had the best 

success at teaching that skill.  Because, you know, we’re all good at different things.  So 

the students who need the extra help get the extra help from the teacher who we noticed 

taught it best based on data, and the students who were able to be successful get an 

enrichment lesson.  

The math department chair went on to describe the impact that the common assessment  

results had on improving teacher and student performance, as well as the impact that this practice 

had on promoting transparency: 

And then the other thing that happened, and I think with data it happens somewhat 

organically, is when you do find that one teacher did better than you, their students as a 

whole did better than your students, you’re asking, ‘well, what did you do?’  And that 

opens the conversation to, ‘well, I used manipulatives, or I always, you know, the 
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vocabulary was really important, or whatever it is that is being done in that classroom and 

if they can’t articulate it, maybe we can go in and watch’.  No teacher goes into a day 

going, ‘gosh, I really want half of my class to fail.’ We want to know what we can do 

that’s going to help them be successful, and if somebody else is doing that, we want to 

incorporate that.  So by using data, and by using common assessments, they’re all sitting 

and taking the exact same test and you know if you had 80% of your students successful 

and only 70% of mine were, I want to know why. 

The science department chair also remarked that almost “almost 100% of assessments 

given to science students are common assessments.”  

Continuous Improvement:  Benchmark and TAKS Data  

One significant type of student data that was not included on the survey was the annual 

TAKS data.  Each individual interviewed cited the use of TAKS data to make instructional 

decisions.  Both TAKS data and benchmark data, which was referenced as a significant piece of 

data utilized most frequently by those who completed the survey, play a major role in the 

ongoing planning and decision-making processes.  One assistant principal noted the use of 

TAKS data to develop interventions that will ensure that seniors have a better chance of 

graduating on time: 

One piece of data that we use is our TAKS scores and although we’re housed by letters 

I’ve taken over the responsibility of the senior class.  I’ve looked at data again and I’ve 

found that there were 161 seniors out of the 450 senior class that have failed one or more 

courses in the fall.  That’s really critical and important data for a senior because it means 

that you may not graduate.  So, I was able to send out letters last week to all these 

students who have been identified.  That’s our first step in alerting the parents if the kids 
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haven’t already done so.  Then we also invited them to come to evening parent sessions 

to look at what they have, to see if Delta is an option, or what the option would be.  And 

then also we’re going to have another parent session next week.  Another piece of that 

data that we’re looking at with the TAKS scores, especially with the seniors, they can 

have 400 credits, but if they haven’t passed TAKS they don’t graduate in the state.  So its 

another critical piece, especially for seniors, that if they have not passed we’re either 

going to put them in the TAKS prep course, if their schedule allows, or make sure that 

they get some sort of TAKS tutoring prior to the test that they need to take.  We also use 

the information when we’re retesting seniors for TAKS to make sure someone doesn’t 

slip through the cracks that may need only science or math or language arts, and make 

sure that child is given every opportunity to take the test when the test is given here on 

campus. 

The social studies department chair also made reference to the use of benchmark and  

TAKS data to drive the instructional and intervention planning: 

As a department really, the data that we focus on is mostly TAKS data.  At the very 

beginning of the year we looked at our year previous TAKS data and looked at what 

objectives were the most difficult for our students, and they’re different in 10th & 11th 

grade so we got into groups and tried to assess how to attack the two, there are usually 

two that are more difficult than the other three.  There are a total of five TAKS 

objectives.  So that’s what we did in the beginning.  Right now we’re looking at 

benchmark data to try and improve our scores from last year and see what individual 

student needs are.  Today, we’re going to do a few things but I really want them to see 

the spreadsheet where it shows each question and what percentage of kids got each 



   
 

106 
 

question right and wrong, and then it breaks each question down into the strand and the 

objective so the teacher can realize if, you know, if 25% of my kids got that one right, 

either I didn’t do something right or the kids just didn’t get it, or I need to re-teach. 

Continuous Improvement:  Passing and Failure Rates  

 A third utilization of quantitative student academic achievement data described in 

individual interviews by members of the administrative team was the analysis of student passing, 

failure and discipline rates.  The principal intern remarked: 

I think another way we use data is to analyze the failure rates for our kids.  We look at 

how many kids are passing at the end of every 6 weeks.  For example, last year after the 

first two 6 weeks I think we could say that 50% or our kids were passing all classes and I 

believe at the end of the 2nd 6 weeks this past semester we were at 79%, so it was almost 

a 30% increase.  We use this data to target individual students and then develop 

interventions for them so that our failure rates decrease.  

One of the assistant principals described the analysis of passing and failure rates to raise  

critical questions regarding the instructional program at Jackson High School: 

We take a good look at those passing classes, the passing and the failure rate.  The 

passing, of course we’re pleased, but you know it also leads to other questions.  Any time 

you look at data you can find some surprises or some other things that make you wonder.  

And so if you’re looking at this data closely, you can dig deeper, and look into what each 

teacher is doing in the classroom. Maybe it is a good teacher and the kids are getting it.  

Or maybe the information is not rigorous and its so easy everyone is passing it.  

Another assistant principal described the use of passing and failure rates to analyze the  
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percentage of ninth graders who might be struggling to succeed academically.  The assistant 

principal also described how one specific intervention has been put into place to support these 

students: 

We are looking at failures for the 9th grade kids who failed 3 or more classes.  For those 

freshmen who failed 3 or more classes we put them into what are called Insight groups. 

We meet with them on a regular basis as a big group to see what the issues are, what’s 

going on, when did they stop wanting to come to school?  If they’re coming to school, 

why are they failing? And then they can volunteer to be in our focus groups which meet 

regularly so we can just check in with them. We know the research shows that if our 

students have at least one connection with an adult on campus they’re more likely to 

graduate high school.   

Utilization of Qualitative Data  

In addition to utilizing quantitative student academic data to make instructional and 

organizational decisions, teachers and administrators at Jackson High School described the use 

of qualitative data to inform the ongoing planning and decision-making processes.  Survey 

results illustrated the use of attendance, discipline, ELL, SPED, student work, and classroom 

walkthrough data on the part of teachers and administrators at this school.  The use of discipline, 

ELL and SPED data was mostly used, according to research participants, through the data tree.  

The manner in which the data tree is used to make decisions, in terms of interventions, has been 

described previously and will be touched upon later in this chapter.   

The use of classroom walkthrough feedback, with regard to the informal observation 

protocol, has also been described earlier in the chapter.  While survey responses support this type 

of data as significant to the teacher improvement process, individual interviews and observations 
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primarily supported the use of attendance data and student work to improve student performance 

and teacher practices.  Both of these data uses are also supported by survey results.  

Continuous Improvement:  Addressing the Attendance Rate  

 Student attendance data was cited by every individual interviewed as a type of qualitative 

data most often analyzed and used to improve student performance at Jackson High School.  

During the time of the research study, addressing and improving student attendance was a 

district-wide initiative.  Not only was improving attendance viewed as a way in which to enhance 

student achievement, but was also noted by district and school leaders as a method for increasing 

monetary funding. The principal, members of the administrative team, and the department chairs 

each played a significant role in utilizing student attendance data with the faculty to develop 

plans for improving the overall attendance rate for Jackson High School.  

 The principal intern at Jackson High School commented on the use of attendance data at 

the school and the types of interventions that administrators and teachers have but into place:   

We look at attendance data a lot.  We know that a kid who is not here or not sitting in 

class is not going to learn. So we look at attendance every week and we post the data and 

we do competition between grade levels.  We’ve also put a monetary value on attendance 

with students and parents now.  So we let folks know, ‘you just cost us $1,200 this last 

semester because you skipped 40 times.’ Attendance is huge right now in our school and 

in our district.  

Researcher:  What impact do you think the use of attendance data has had on increasing 

student achievement?  

Principal Intern:  I think attendance data has the biggest impact on student achievement 

for the kids who are in that bubble area.  The kids who skip all the time, the kids who are 
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never here – calling home or making a home visit, Saturday school.  Some of these 

interventions help, like the home visits, but the punitive, the “I’m going to suspend you 

for not being here” doesn’t work.  The bubble kid who might just be starting to skip, has 

a family problem that just occurred, is getting up late or is having to find alternate 

transportation, or whatever it is.  The phone calls home, the monitoring of attendance 

every week, the checking you  were here first but not third but back 5th, you know, things 

like that I personally believe student achievement increases when you catch the bubble 

kids before, you prevent or you intervene.  I think that’s having the biggest impact, is 

catching kids who still haven’t made the decision whether they want to be the kid who 

never comes or the kid who just needs some help and will eventually make it.  

One of the assistant principals at Jackson High School commented on her personal use of  

attendance data to assess the number of absences and tardies by each period.  She also made 

reference to how administrators and teachers are using the data to identify students who might be 

chronically absent for the purposes of ensuring data validity: 

The other piece of data that we use almost daily is attendance. We’re at a critical time in 

our district where attendance is very important and it may cause some staffing issues next 

year.  In October our school alone lost $176,000 due to absenteeism in one or more 

periods.  So we’ve been able to use that data to identify when students are absent or late 

to school, by period especially.  We have an abbreviated schedule so on Mondays and 

Wednesdays we have odd periods, 1,3,5,7, and on Tuesdays and Thursdays, 2,4,6,8.  So 

our critical time for daily attendance to get the state money is our 3rd & 4th period block.  

By just looking at yesterday’s attendance and I can see there are some students that have 

clearly missed the entire day and that’s probably due to an illness or something.  Then 
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I’m looking at period, yesterday would be 4, and that’s a critical time because they only 

missed that period which tells me that either they skipped, or took a long lunch, or the 

teacher made a mistake in calculating the attendance.  I go through each list and highlight 

each student that was late or absent from day to day.  Yesterday I had 8 people that 

seemed to have skipped or were not present during the critical time and today my list has 

gone down to only 7. So by using this data we’re able to find out specific numbers, and 

then also we’re going to target chronic students who are chronically the same ones who 

are skipping their 3rd period, or 4th period, are taking 2 lunches or whatever they are 

doing, but they’re not where they’re supposed to be.   

Another assistant principal remarked on the principal’s focus on student attendance data a 

and how he communicates the data to staff: 

We’re having a heavy push to improve our attendance and our tardies.  We’re looking at 

the data almost daily. The principal routinely pulls up the data for staff and shows them 

that we had decreased our tardies by half, in comparison from the end of November until 

now, by us just constantly picking up kids for lunch detention.  So, you know, he’s able 

to send that out to the staff and say ‘hey look, all this hard work that we’re doing is 

making a difference.’  We’re looking at attendance and we review our numbers.  We’re 

putting in all these attendance procedures to try and see whether or not what we’ve put 

into place so far has become effective, and I think, although minimally at this point, it is 

improving.  So we’re constantly looking at that attendance data. 
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The social studies department chair spoke about the attendance data serving as a central  

focus during cabinet meetings: 

We look at attendance data all the time in cabinet.  Our principal shows us updates on 

attendance and tardies, especially after we’ve changed our plan of attack. He has been 

pretty vigilant in showing us that data almost every week and then working with us to 

develop plans that will get more students back in school and back in class on time. 

The use of attendance data in the principal’s cabinet was supported by researcher 

observations and documents that were collected.  The principal and members of cabinet 

consistently collected student attendance data for the purposes of developing interventions aimed 

at continuously improving student performance.  An email from the principal intern sent to 

cabinet members, addressed the implementation of one classroom attendance intervention aimed 

at making the attendance data transparent.  The email also communicated the need to gather 

feedback from cabinet members on the intervention itself: 

Today in cabinet, our principal will discuss overall school attendance and our proposed 

action plan. The following email will be sent to the campus after you send me your edits: 

Teachers,  

As emails have been traveling back and forth about district budget savings, one of the 

major contributions we can do as a staff is to improve attendance.  A 1% increase in 

attendance would bring $7,000,000 back to the district.  At our campus, that means 

bringing 17 additional students to school everyday.  As a means to do this, we have 

several plans to consider for implementation before the winter break.  One of them is that 

we ask all teachers to write down somewhere highly visible in the class, the number of 

absences and tardies per period.  
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Thank you for your help and willingness to improve our student lives, 

Principal Intern. 

During the actual cabinet meeting that day, the researcher observed the principal leading  

a discussion regarding the school’s attendance challenges.  The principal stated the school’s 

current attendance rate and set the attendance goal for the spring semester: 

Our attendance rate right now is eighty-nine percent.  By March 1, I want us to be at 

91.5%. What does that mean? What is it going to take to get there? It means that we have 

to make sure that at least forty students arrive to school and arrive to their classes on time 

everyday.  We have a district goal to improve attendance by one percent in order to save 

$7,000,000.  For us that means that we have to get seventeen kids here every day.  I want 

us to be better than that though. I am asking all teachers to track their attendance data 

daily, by period, and to post that data on their board or somewhere visible so that students 

can see whether or not they are improving from day to day.  We have to get them to take 

ownership for being present.  I am asking each of you to help the teachers with this.  This 

is not a ‘gotcha’…I view this as ‘How can I help you?’ I want our students to understand 

the financial impact and the academic impact.  For every student that is late or who skips, 

that costs our school forty-five dollars a day. That is money that is just walking out of our 

doors.  If our kids aren’t here, they can’t learn, they can’t graduate. I am also asking each 

of you to be present next week outside during arrival. Fifty percent of our attendance 

challenges are related to being late to school, not late to class. Fifty percent of our tardies 

are in periods one and two.  Next week, we are going to stand out front and thank parents 

and students who are on time and we are going to reinforce to those who are late how 

much school they are missing and how much money they are costing the school when 
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they are late.  Next week during cabinet, I also want us to review our fifteen-point 

attendance policy to make any revisions and to add any additional measures.  

During researcher observations of department and course group meetings, the use of the 

data tree was also cited as a manner in which to track student attendance data every six weeks.  

Continuous Improvement:  Looking at Student Work  

  A second type of qualitative data referenced by survey results, individual interviews and 

observations was that generated from student work.  Teachers, most notably, cited the use of 

student work as a way in which to measure the impact of student learning as well as the impact 

of teaching practices.  All four department chairs commented on the use of student work to 

improve teaching and learning during individual interviews.  The social studies department chair 

noted: 

In course groups we try to analyze student work from projects, lessons, or assessments as 

much as we can.  Do we need to spend more time on this practice, of course, but I think 

that we try as much as we can to do this because we know that it lets us know if our 

teaching was on track. 

The science department chair also referenced the use of student work and alluded to the  

notion that every department seems to have a different method for engaging in this practice: 

We do study student work.  Not at every department or course group meeting but we do 

look at student work often.  In the past, we’ve done it as an entire department together.  

We also do this in our course groups. One of the challenges we have noticed is that there 

is not a common protocol for looking at student work.  Every department is different.  We 

use the Disciplinary Literacy (DL) protocol for studying student work and I think math 

may use the Santa Cruz method or the Japanese lesson study method.  And then English, 
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I don’t know, maybe they use DL.  There’s no common method. We talked about it the 

other night, about making a common protocol for the school, maybe taking the DL 

protocol and making it a little bit shorter so that we can do this protocol within our course 

group meeting and still have time to plan for the next unit.   

During an observation of an English department meeting, the researcher noted the use of 

student work as a discussion guide for analyzing TAKS essay data for eleventh and twelfth 

graders.  Groups of teachers were observed working with the instructional specialists to review 

the essay data in terms of grades and products.  During a breakout session of the tenth grade 

teachers, the research observed the exchanging of best practices related to the essay portion of 

the TAKS test: 

 Teacher A:  One of the things I do that seems to have had an impact is to make our daily  

 journal prompts similar to the TAKS essay prompts (holding up example).  

 Teacher B:  I also use this rubric (showing the teachers) to communicate my expectations  

 for the TAKS essays.   

Teacher C:  I use a similar type of rubric. That really helps the students understand how 

they can get a higher score.  

During a geometry course group meeting, the researcher observed the teachers reviewing 

the results of the district’s six-week tests and then comparing their results to the types of 

questions asked on the assessment.  In terms of student work, the tests themselves and the 

student’s answers served as a major focal point during the discussion.  A similar observation was 

made in the biology course meeting.  Teachers reviewed both the qualitative student academic 

achievement in comparison to the test questions.  The discussion enhanced to the teachers 

reviewing of prior lessons, student work products and projects, and an assessment of the 
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objectives that need to be covered.  Teachers also discussed possible strategies and assignments 

that might enhance student’s understanding of specific tested objectives.  

Continuous Improvement:  The Data Tree  

 As was referenced earlier in the chapter, study findings revealed the use of the data tree 

as a structure implemented by the Jackson High School principal to promote the use of data 

inquiry on the part of teachers and administrators.  Study participants noted the use of the data 

tree to identify specific students and student groups that might be considered at-risk.  Participants 

also described various ways in which they use this structure to track student progress for the 

purposes of offering rewards and incentives. 

 Study findings also revealed the use of this structure as a method for integrating both 

quantitative student academic data, such as TAKS results, benchmark results and grades, with 

qualitative student data, such as attendance, discipline, ELL and SPED identification.  A 

significant use of both quantitative and qualitative student data in the data tree allowed for the 

development of academic and behavioral interventions.  As the SIF noted: 

The data tree allows us to pin-point those that we think are at-risk.  The tree lets us see 

who drops from the highest color, which is forest green, to a blue, which is 2 levels 

down, which indicates some type of a problem.  Maybe a problem that we might not see 

because the grades are still reflecting pretty high and they’re still at school, but there 

might be an issue.  One of the interventions we have put into place for our ninth graders 

are Insight groups.  Last year we looked at the tree and we picked students that were, not 

most at-risk, the orange and yellow students.  Those students had attendance issues and 

were failing 2 or more classes.  For these students, we implemented focus groups, to tell 

us what’s going on and how we could assist them to improve.   
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Researcher:  How do you use the data tree to address those students who are most at-risk?  

SIF:  The red zone is very difficult and we talk a lot about the red kids.  We have way 

fewer less red kids this year than we had last year and we started off this year with like 8 

red kids in the whole school.  For the red kids, there would definitely be a home visit 

because they are hardly ever here so it’s hard to even do any type of intervention here on 

campus.  So we do home visits to try to get with a parent and see what’s going on and get 

the student back here on campus.  That is step one.  

The assistant principal intern also described the use of the data tree for integrating  

quantitative and qualitative student data: 

The data tree lets us look at attendance, grades, whether a student is ELL or SPED, the 

number of suspensions they’ve had, and then we give the students a color based on their 

raw score within each indicator. It goes from red, which is in danger to drop out, orange 

and yellow which is pretty low on the end, up to blue and green.  The idea is to move 

people up the color spectrum into blue and green and to keep them from falling back to 

red and orange.  And again, we have different interventions: focus groups, reward 

systems in place for those systems. And again, we use benchmark scores, TAKS data, 

and summative assessment data to drive our interventions and instruction.  The data tree 

really lets us get a more complete picture of where our students are being successful in 

addition to where our students might need to improve.    

Part B Summary:  Utilization of Quantitative and Qualitative Student Data  

The third and fourth questions of this research study addressed the manner in which 

teachers and administrators are using quantitative student data, in terms of academic 

performance data, as well as qualitative data, such as student discipline and attendance data, to 



   
 

117 
 

make organizational and instructional decisions.  These two research questions were guided by 

the existing literature on data use (Luo, 2008), continuous improvement (Corbett, Wilson, and 

Williams, 2002), and the impact of principal leadership on supporting data use (Wayman, 2005).   

In this study, survey, individual interview results, and observations highlighted four types 

of student academic achievement data referred to on a regular basis by teachers and 

administrators.  These data included:  district benchmark results, unit and common assessment 

results and six-week assessment results.  Individual interviews also noted the use of the annual 

TAKS data to inform the instructional decision-making processes on the part of teachers and 

administrators.   

Research participants noted the use of six primary types of qualitative data to inform their 

ongoing planning and decision-making processes.  These data were:  attendance, discipline, 

English Language Learner (ELL) data, Special Education (SPED) data, student work and 

classroom walkthrough feedback. 

Teachers and administrators at Jackson High School noted six ways in which they 

primarily utilized both quantitative student academic achievement and qualitative data to make 

instructional and organizational decisions that would positively impact student performance.  

These practices included:  to monitor individual student progress, to monitor whole class 

progress, to assess student needs, to identify student and teacher strengths or areas of 

improvement, and to hold one another accountable.  Study participants also described the use of 

the data tree as a warehouse for collecting and analyzing both quantitative and qualitative student 

data for the purposes of making decisions.  The use of both quantitative and qualitative data on 

the part of teachers and administrators revealed one primary theme:  Using data to continuously 

improve student and school achievement.  
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Study Hypotheses 

Study findings supported the researcher’s two hypotheses:   the increase in student 

performance is a result of two factors:  (1). The heightened awareness on the part of school 

leadership and staff to develop and implement structures that support data inquiry and (2). A 

shift in how organizational, instructional, and curricular decisions are made as a result of the type 

of leadership practices employed by the campus principal.  Findings gleaned from the responses 

of study participants suggest that at Jackson High School, the building principal’s ability to 

develop and implement structures that allow for data inquiry on the part of teachers and 

administrators played a critical role in increasing student achievement.  Sixty percent of those 

who completed a survey attribute an increase in academic achievement to the utilization of data.  

Findings also suggest that the leadership practices and beliefs employed by the principal, 

especially the use of instructional and distributed leadership models, better assist administrators 

and teachers in the organizational, instructional, and curricular decision-making processes.  In 

addition to developing leadership capacity from within the school through the use of structures 

such as the cabinet and the informal observation and on-site professional development system, 

research participants indicated that the use of data has also enhanced the school’s ability to 

develop a common vision.  Sixty percent of those who completed a survey attribute a shared 

focus among staff, students, and administrators to the utilization of data.  

Summary 

This chapter includes the findings from the research study.  The chapter is organized into 

two distinct parts.  Part A reveals the findings for questions one and two, as these two questions 

specifically address principal leadership, structure development and implementation, and the 

impact of those structures on student achievement.  Questions three and four are presented in 
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Part B, as these questions address the use of quantitative and qualitative data elements on the part 

of teachers and administrators to make instructional and organizational decisions.  

The data revealed four primary structures that the principal developed to support data 

inquiry on the part of teachers and administrators:  (1). The principal’s cabinet, (2). Department 

and course group meetings, (3). An informal observation system, and (4). The data tree.  Aligned 

to each of these structures are four themes:  (1). Empowerment and expectations, (2). Time for 

Collaboration, (3). Professional Development, and (4). Data access.  

Study findings also revealed four types of student academic achievement data referred to 

on a regular basis by teachers and administrators.  These data included:  district benchmark 

results, unit and common assessment results and six-week assessment results.  Individual 

interviews also noted the use of the annual TAKS data to inform the instructional decision-

making processes on the part of teachers and administrators.   

Research participants noted the use of six primary types of qualitative data to inform their 

ongoing planning and decision-making processes.  These data were:  attendance, discipline, 

English Language Learner (ELL) data, Special Education (SPED) data, student work and 

classroom walkthrough feedback. 

Teachers and administrators at Jackson High School noted six ways in which they 

primarily utilized both quantitative student academic achievement and qualitative data to make 

instructional and organizational decisions that would positively impact student performance.  

These practices included:  to monitor individual student progress, to monitor whole class 

progress, to assess student needs, to identify student and teacher strengths or areas of 

improvement, and to hold one another accountable.  Study participants also described the use of 

the data tree as a warehouse for collecting and analyzing both quantitative and qualitative student 
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data for the purposes of making decisions.  The use of both quantitative and qualitative data on 

the part of teachers and administrators revealed one primary theme:  Using data to continuously 

improve student and school achievement.  Chapter five will summarize the purpose of the study, 

the methodology used, the findings, the implications and recommendations for further research.  
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Chapter Five 
 

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION  
 

Overview 
 

The intent of the fifth and final chapter of the dissertation is to provide a summary of the 

research study and an assessment of future research. Included in this chapter is a review of the 

study purpose, a review of the research questions, a summary of the methodology utilized, and a 

summary of the major findings.  The chapter concludes with a discussion of the practical 

implications and suggestions for additional research.  

The Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of principal leadership on 

supporting inquiry into student data at the high school level.  Specifically, the types of structures 

that the high school principal creates that allow for teachers to examine student performance data 

were investigated.  The researcher also examined the impact that distributed and instructional 

leadership practices might have on data use amongst teachers and administrators at one high 

school.  

 Pertinent literature on data inquiry, as cited in chapter two, suggest that data collection 

and analysis practices on the part of teachers and administrators play a significant role in the 

school improvement process (Wayman & Stringfield, 2006; Halverson et al., 2005; Sutherland, 

2004; Schmoker, 1999) and that principal leadership is critical to developing structures that 

promote data inquiry (Leithwood et al., 2004; Murphy et al., 2006; Knapp et al., 2006; Copland, 

2003).  Additional studies also make note of the impact that distributed and instructional 

leadership practices have on data use, as well as on the influence of such practices, attitudes and 

beliefs on improving school culture and student academic performance (Heller and Firestone, 
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1994; Smylie, 1996, Leithwood et al., 2007; Spillane, 2005; Leithwood & Mascall, 2008; 

Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982; Dufour & Marzano, 2009).  

 The relevant literature on principal leadership and data inquiry guided the development of 

four research questions. These questions were:  (1). What structures can high school principals 

develop and implement that promote inquiry by teachers and administrators into data? (2). What 

structures positively impact student academic achievement, as perceived by high school teachers 

and principals? (3). How are teachers and administrators using student achievement data in their 

instructional decision-making? And (4). What are the qualitative data elements that school 

leaders might consider to inform the ongoing planning and decision-making process? 

Methodology 

 The study methodology was designed based on the qualitative data analysis protocols set 

forth by Miles and Huberman (1994).  Within the qualitative realm, a case study served as the 

primary vehicle for obtaining data and drawing conclusions from such data.  A case study 

methodology was most appropriate because the subjects and the phenomena being studied could 

not be removed from their setting, thus the researcher was required to observe the phenomena as 

it is taking place (Yin, 1994).  Through the collection and analysis of multiple data elements, 

which included individual interviews, a survey, observations, and the collection of pertinent 

documents, the researcher was able to gain a deeper understanding of the subject’s perspectives 

of the principal’s impact on supporting data inquiry. To achieve dependability and validity, the 

researcher employed the triangulation of data, multiple observations, the examination of 

researcher bias, and member checks.  

 Jackson High School was selected as the site for this case study, primarily due to sharp 

improvements in student academic performance during the past three years.  At the conclusion of 
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the 2007-08 school year, Jackson High School was rated as Academically Unacceptable by the 

Texas Education Agency.  Prior to the beginning of the 2008-09 school year, a principal with 

over five years administrative experience was hired to address the challenges that had confronted 

the school community for the prior five years, a time in which student academic performance had 

steadily declined.  At the conclusion of the 2008-09 school year, Jackson High School earned an 

Academically Acceptable Rating by TEA.  

Jackson High School was also selected because of the distributed and instructional 

leadership practices utilized by the principal, as observed by the researcher in prior interactions.  

These reasons align to the hypotheses of the study:   the increase in student performance is a 

result of two factors:  (1). The heightened awareness on the part of school leadership and staff to 

develop and implement structures that support data inquiry and (2). A shift in how 

organizational, instructional, and curricular decisions are made as a result of the type of 

leadership practices employed by the campus principal.   

Individual Interviews 

The researcher conducted individual interviews with six members of the administrative 

team and with the chairperson’s of the four core instructional departments. Each interview lasted 

approximately 30 to 45 minutes.   The interviews were semi-structured in nature, which allowed 

for more flexibility.  Each individual interview occurred one time, with the option to conduct 

follow-up interviews as needed.  The interviews were audio taped and transcribed.  To ensure 

confidentiality, individuals asked to participate were given the opportunity to select a public 

location, other than the campus, to conduct the interview. A copy of the interview questions for 

the principal is included in Appendix B and a copy of the interview questions utilized with 
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individual administrators is included in Appendix C.  A copy of the interview questions utilized 

with individual department chairmen is included in Appendix D.  

Survey 

A survey was administered to all core instructional staff and members of the 

administrative team to generate an additional measure of the broad views of a larger sample of 

staff members at the selected site.  The individuals selected to complete the survey comprise the 

majority of school personnel who most often engage in data inquiry practices, as hypothesized 

by the researcher.  The survey was composed of fourteen questions and contains checklists of 

responses and open-ended questions.  The survey was administered to members of the 

administrative team during an administrative team meeting in the spring.  Instructional staff 

completed the survey during their department meetings.  The total number of individuals who 

completed the survey was 63.  A copy of the survey instrument is included in Appendix E.   

Observations 

 Over the course of four months, ten full-day site visits were made to the high school.  

Faculty and Cabinet meetings were observed twice as well as each English, mathematics, science 

and social studies department meetings.  Observing these meetings, as well as additional forums 

that might arise during the research study, provided the researcher with the opportunity to verify 

and strengthen the conclusions that were drawn from the study data. 

Collection and Analysis of Documents 

The gathering and analysis of pertinent documents served as a final method of data 

collection for this study.  Artifacts collected were cabinet, faculty, and department meeting 

agendas, the 2008-09 and 2009-10 Campus Improvement Plans, accountability information 

obtained from the Texas Education Agency website, information posted on the school’s website, 
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student data collection and analysis tools utilized at the school, the principal’s classroom 

walkthrough and evaluation forms, and presentation materials.  

Discussion of Findings  

This section of the final chapter reviews the major findings of the research study.  The 

summary of study findings is presented into two segments.  Part A addresses the findings for 

questions one and two:  (1). What structures can high school principals develop and implement 

that promote inquiry by teachers and administrators into data? and (2). What structures positively 

impact student academic achievement, as perceived by high school teachers and principals?  Part 

B addresses the findings for questions three and four:  (3). How are teachers and administrators 

using student achievement data in their instructional decision-making? and (4). What are the 

qualitative data elements that school leaders might consider to inform the ongoing planning and 

decision-making process?   

Part A:  Leadership, Data Structures, and Student Achievement   

The first two questions of this study were guided by the research conducted by various 

scholars, such as Sutherland (2004), Wayman and Stringfield (2006), Knapp et al., (2006), and 

Copland (2003).  The data revealed four primary structures that the principal developed to 

support data inquiry on the part of teachers and administrators:  (1). The principal’s cabinet, (2). 

Department and course group meetings, (3). An informal observation system, and (4). The data 

tree.  Aligned to each of these structures are four themes:  (1). Empowerment and expectations, 

(2). Time for Collaboration, (3). Professional Development, and (4). Data access.  

The first structure identified in the study as having an impact of supporting data inquiry 

and increasing student performance was the principal’s cabinet.  The principal’s cabinet is 

composed of twenty-five individuals, including each campus administrator, the department 
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chairmen, and members of the counseling department.  The principal utilizes the cabinet to both 

distribute leadership responsibilities (Spillane, 2005; Murphy, 2005; Leithwood & Mascall, 

2008) and to provide a forum for data inquiry on the part of school leaders (Copland, 2003; 

Knapp et al., 2006).  The members of the principal’s cabinet are viewed as the instructional 

leaders at Jackson High School and utilize the cabinet structure to promote data use when 

making instructional and organizational decisions.   

Individual interviews of identified cabinet members illustrated the use of the principal’s 

cabinet as a structure that allows teacher and administrative leaders to become more involved in 

the decision-making processes that impact students.  Those interviewed also described the use of 

the principal’s cabinet as a method for empowering school leaders to own the school’s data and 

to set expectations for the school-wide use of data.  Survey result, researcher observations, and 

individual interviews also supported the use of the principal’s cabinet as a structure aimed at 

promoting data inquiry and that the structure has had a positive impact on improving student 

achievement.  While the members of the cabinet who were interviewed believed that the cabinet 

was used as a structure to distribute leadership and build capacity amongst others, survey results 

imply the notion that such capacity building might be limited to the members of cabinet.  Only 

twenty-two percent of survey participants indicated that the use of data in the school increased 

leadership capacity building amongst teachers and administrators. 

A second structure perceived to have had an impact on improving student achievement at 

Jackson High School and noted as a structure aimed at promoting data inquiry are the department 

and course group meetings. These structures were also noted as a significant element of the 

principal’s efforts to promote and support collaborative data inquiry. During observations of 

department and course group meetings, the researcher recorded instances in which benchmark 
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and other forms of data were used to develop tiered intervention systems for identified students 

(Wayman & Stringfield, 2006).  The researcher also collected pertinent documents that illustrate 

the manner in which teachers analyze student academic data during these meetings.  

A significant theme that emerged out of the department and course group structure was 

time for collaboration. For the first time at the school, administrators developed a master plan 

that allows for every teacher to have a common planning period each day.  Departments and 

course groups use this time to meet with one another for the purposes of planning and data 

analysis.  Because teachers are able to have the time to meet each day, the department and course 

group meetings enable teachers to analyze student performance data collaboratively in order to 

develop department and/or course group intervention plans for specific students.  Survey results 

indicated that this structure is a primary method utilized to support data inquiry and collaboration 

and that teachers use data when planning as both course groups and departments.   

A third structure that emerged out of the data analysis was Jackson High School’s 

informal observation system, which is utilized to identify teacher strengths and areas of 

improvement.  Teachers and administrators at Jackson stated that the structure allows time for 

department chairs to provide consistent feedback that is aimed at improving teaching practices.  

The department chairs and administrators utilize technology to record their observations and to 

provide the necessary feedback to teachers.  Observations are not used in annual teaching 

evaluations.  

Individual interview data collected by the researcher noted that teachers are able to use 

the feedback provided, as well as relevant student academic achievement data, to self-select on-

site professional development modules that are provided by the schools’ instructional specialists.  

The professional development modules are delivered each month during protected blocks of 
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time.  The researcher collected documents that support the use of this structure as a method for 

using data to improve student achievement.  Such documents included a copy of the school’s 

observation protocols as well as a description of the structure itself, which was provided to the 

researcher by a member of the administrative team.  

The fourth structure that emerged out of the data analysis was the data tree, which was 

referred to as the ‘Christmas tree’ by several teachers and administrators.  Teachers and 

administrators use the data tree on a six-week basis to identify students who might be considered 

at-risk, as well as to recognize students are being successful on identified criteria.  The “tree” is a 

spreadsheet that lists each student by name.  A color coded ranking system tracks each student 

based on identified criteria.   

A significant theme that emerged out of this structure was that of data access.  Over fifty 

percent of individuals who completed a survey indicated that the principal has provided greater 

access to student data.  Almost half of these responses specifically cited the data tree.  Each 

individual interviewed cited the data tree as a significant structure brought to the campus by the 

principal that allows for instant access to pertinent student data, both quantitative and qualitative.  

The researcher noted administrators and department members making reference to the data tree 

for the purposes of identifying students for specific interventions during observations. 

Part B Summary:  Utilization of Quantitative and Qualitative Student Data  

The third and fourth questions of this research study addressed the manner in which 

teachers and administrators are using quantitative student data, in terms of academic 

performance data, as well as qualitative data, such as student discipline and attendance data, to 

make organizational and instructional decisions.  These two research questions were guided by 
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the existing literature on data use (Luo, 2008), continuous improvement (Corbett, Wilson, and 

Williams, 2002), and the impact of principal leadership on supporting data use (Wayman, 2005).   

In this study, survey, individual interview results, and observations highlighted four types 

of student academic achievement data referred to on a regular basis by teachers and 

administrators.  These data included:  district benchmark results, unit and common assessment 

results and six-week assessment results.  Individual interviews also noted the use of the annual 

TAKS data to inform the instructional decision-making processes on the part of teachers and 

administrators.   

Research participants noted the use of six primary types of qualitative data to inform their 

ongoing planning and decision-making processes.  These data were:  attendance, discipline, 

English Language Learner (ELL) data, Special Education (SPED) data, student work and 

classroom walkthrough feedback. 

Teachers and administrators at Jackson High School noted six ways in which they 

primarily utilized both quantitative student academic achievement and qualitative data to make 

instructional and organizational decisions that would positively impact student performance.  

These practices included:  to monitor individual student progress, to monitor whole class 

progress, to assess student needs, to identify student and teacher strengths or areas of 

improvement, and to hold one another accountable.  Study participants also described the use of 

the data tree as a warehouse for collecting and analyzing both quantitative and qualitative student 

data for the purposes of making decisions.  The use of both quantitative and qualitative data on 

the part of teachers and administrators revealed one primary theme:  Using data to continuously 

improve student and school achievement.  
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Conclusions and Implications 

 Several conclusions can be drawn regarding principal leadership and the impact of such 

leadership on promoting data inquiry.  A core conclusion from this study is that the ability of 

teachers and administrators to effectively utilize both quantitative and qualitative student data, 

especially at the high school level, is dependant, in large part, upon the building principal’s 

leadership practices.  As was cited in the review of existing research, the use of distributed 

(Copland, 2003; Murphy, 2005; Leithwood et al., 2007; Spillane, 2005) and instructional (Ruff 

& Shoho, 2005: Murphy, et al., 2006; Dufour & Marzano, 2009) leadership models on the part of 

school principals has emerged as a critical aspect to improving student achievement.  The present 

study suggests that the distributed and instructional leadership practices exhibited by the high 

school principal significantly influenced teacher and administrator beliefs regarding the use of 

data to improve teacher and student performance.   

Principal leadership also has a significant impact on the development and implementation 

of structures that allow for data inquiry on the part of teachers and administrators.  Consistent 

with the existing body of research (Knapp, et al., 2006; Sutherland, 2004; Luo, 2008), the 

principal alone and the structures themselves, however, will not independently improve data use 

by school personnel.  The ability of school personnel to utilize data to make decisions implies the 

need for additional school leaders, such as assistant principals and department chairs, to model 

and employ effective data analysis practices with school staff.  In addition, practices and 

common beliefs must be embedded within the school culture that promotes consistent data 

inquiry aimed at improving teaching and learning.  Such practices and beliefs have a better 

chance of becoming a key part of the school culture if distributed leadership models are utilized 

by the building principal.  
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While the development and implementation of structures that support data inquiry at the 

high school level are primarily aimed at improving student performance, these structures also 

promote school-wide ownership of data, collaboration amongst teachers and administrators, the 

continuous improvement of teaching practices, and better access to student and school data.  As 

was referenced by Knapp et al. (2006), each of these practices better assist all school staff in 

utilizing data to continuously improve and enhance the school’s efforts to develop a culture that 

is grounded in collaborative data-based decision-making, a culture that is not often found in our 

nation’s traditional comprehensive high schools.  

 Inherent within the models of distributive and instructional leadership practices utilized 

by the high school principal is the notion that increasing student achievement is the first and 

foremost goal of school personnel.  The consistent and effective use of student academic 

achievement data to make instructional and organizational decisions better equips teachers and 

administrators to reach that goal.  Types of academic achievement data include the results of 

benchmark and annual end of year assessments, passing and failure rates, and the results of 

common assessments utilized within each department.   

The use of quantitative student academic achievement data to improve teaching and 

learning is not the only type of data that should be utilized by teachers and administrators at the 

high school level.  Qualitative student and school data provide greater clarity and insight into 

student and school challenges, and often allow school personnel the opportunity to proactively 

identify students who might be considered at-risk as well as those who are proving to be very 

successful with the demands of high school.  Such qualitative data include student attendance, 

student work, and specific student group data such as special education and English-language 
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learner data.  Additional data might include student participation in extra and co-curricular 

activities.  

A final conclusion that might be drawn from this study, one that may be considered a 

breakthrough insight, is the notion that in today’s educational system, it is possible to turnaround 

a comprehensive high school through the development of a school culture and organization that 

is far removed from the traditional model.  As was referenced in the review of the literature 

(Lortie, 1975; Boatright, 2006), traditional comprehensive high schools by and large have not 

structurally changed in the past one hundred years.  As was evidenced in this study, a common 

vision of data use, as well as the ability of the building principal to promote a new way of 

leading, thinking, and doing, plays a significant role on school personnel’s ability to embrace 

change and begin to work more collaboratively.   

Recommendations for Further Study 

 The existing literature regarding principal leadership and data inquiry is abundantly rich 

with practices that building leaders might utilize at the elementary and middle-school levels.  

This case study of one comprehensive high school attempts to add to that body of literature and 

also aims to suggest relevant practices that high school principals might consider to support data 

inquiry.  One case study of one high school, however, cannot adequately address all of the 

possible topics regarding principal leadership and data inquiry at the high school level.  

Additional research is needed to add depth to this leadership field.  As a result of this case study, 

several additional topics emerged that require further investigation.  These include:  

• How can district administrators recruit and retain high school principals who have 

the ability to develop structures that support data inquiry through the use of 

distributed and instructional leadership models?  
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• How can district administrators develop future high school principals from within 

the district that have the skills and abilities to develop structures that support data 

inquiry through distributed and instructional leadership models?  

• What are the long-term effects of data inquiry on improving student achievement?  

• What happens in a high school where data inquiry is a common, collaborative 

practice after the principal leaves?  

• How can data inquiry practices promote leadership capacity building and 

development within the high school?  

• How can high school principals provide better access to relevant data and how do 

such principals model effective data analysis techniques?  

• How can district administrators effectively work with school personnel to support 

data use?  

• What qualitative data might be used on the part of high school teachers and 

administrators to inform their planning and decision-making processes, other than 

student attendance and discipline rates?  

 Never before in our nation’s history has principal leadership been more important than 

now.  In the 21st century, school leaders must be able to share their responsibilities and possess 

the instructional skills necessary to improve academic achievement.  One critical element of such 

leadership is the ability to support inquiry into data on the part of school personnel.   
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Appendix A 
 

Individual Interview and Survey Consent Form  
 
IRB APPROVED ON:  11/24/2009 
IRB PROTOCOL #2009-09-0128 
 
Title: The Impact of Principal Leadership on Supporting Data Inquiry  
Conducted By: Andrew G. Houlihan  
Of The University of Texas at Austin:  Department of Educational Administration, 512.461.9083 
Faculty Sponsor:  Dr. Ruben Olivarez 
Of The University of Texas at Austin:  Department of Educational Administration, 512.475.8579 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with information 
about the study.  The person in charge of this research will also describe this study to you and 
answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any questions you might 
have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is entirely voluntary.  You 
can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  
You can stop your participation at any time and your refusal will not impact current or future 
relationships with UT Austin or participating sites.  To do so simply tell the researcher you wish 
to stop participation.  The researcher will provide you with a copy of this consent for your 
records. 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine how principal leadership promotes inquiry into student 
data in one high school. Specifically, the types of structures that the high school principal creates 
that allow for teachers to examine student performance data will be investigated. The perceptions 
that the principal and teachers have of the impact that structures make on improving student 
academic and teacher performance are also explored. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 

• Provide pertinent documents and artifacts related to the research subject  
• Participate in regularly scheduled group meetings (faculty meetings, department 

meetings, etc.) and allow the researcher to observe such meetings 
• Complete a survey  
• You may also be asked to participate in an individual interview 
 

Total estimated time to participate in this study varies. Ten interview sessions lasting 
approximately one hour each will be conducted. The survey will take no longer than 15 minutes 
to complete and observations will occur for one to two hours each month. Interviews and the 
completion of the survey will take place outside of regularly scheduled meetings. The study will 
be conducted over a five-month timeframe.  
 
Risks of being in the study 

• The risks involved in this study are minimal and no greater than everyday life.  
• You might disclose a violation of law, policy, or harm caused upon you due to the 

decisions that were made by local administrators. However, this information will only be 
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revealed if required to do so in a court of law.  
• The interviews and survey ask for rather harmless information. The collection of 

documents and observations are also harmless in nature. There is a small risk of loss of 
confidentiality. The building principal may be informed as to who will be interviewed. 
All information, including responses to interview and survey questions, will not be shared 
and confidentiality will be maintained through the use of aliases in storage and 
publication. Interview participants will also have the option to skip a question(s). 
Additional confidentiality and privacy protections are described below.   

• This research may involve risks that are currently unforeseeable. If you wish to discuss 
the information above or any other risks you may experience, you may ask questions now 
or call the Principal Investigator listed on the front page of this form. 

 
Benefits of being in the study 

• By talking about the kinds of structures put in place that support data inquiry, you may 
obtain an increased sense of professional empowerment and personal/professional 
leadership awareness.  

• For school leaders, district administrators, and both federal and state policymakers, as 
well as for those who work with students across the K-12 spectrum, the results from this 
study could well shape teacher and administrator leadership development, instructional 
improvement practices, and organizational redesign.  

 
Compensation: 

• No compensation is provided for participation in this study. 
 

Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 
• Interviews and meeting sessions will be audio taped.  To ensure confidentiality and 

privacy of the contents of audio taped data, the following measures will be taken: 
(a) tapes will be coded so that no personally identifying information is visible on 

them;  
(b) tapes will be kept in a secure place (e.g., a locked file cabinet in the investigator’s 

office);  
(c) tapes will be heard or viewed only for research purposes by the investigator;  
(d) tapes will be erased after they are transcribed or coded. 

• Survey data will also be coded so that no personally identifying information is visible on 
them. Survey results will be entered into an electronic file. Original survey forms will be 
destroyed. Participant name and contact information will not be collected.   

• Pertinent documents that may identify a particular student(s) will be destroyed once data 
(type of document) is entered into an electronic file.  

• The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers in 
the future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the 
data will contain no identifying information that could associate you with it, or with your 
participation in any study. 

 
The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized persons from 
The University of Texas at Austin, members of the Institutional Review Board have the legal right 
to review your research records and will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent 
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permitted by law.  All publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to 
identify you as a subject. Throughout the study, the researchers will notify you of new information 
that may become available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study. 
 
Contacts and Questions: 
 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, want 
additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers conducting the 
study.  Their names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this page.   
 
 
If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, concerns, 
complaints or wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone unaffiliated with 
the study, please contact the IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The 
University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects 
at (512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if desired, will be protected to the extent possible. As an 
alternative method of contact, an email may be sent to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to 
IRB Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail Code A 3200, Austin, TX 78713. 
 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records. 

Statement of Consent: 

I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision about 
participating in this study.  I consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:___________________________________________ Date: __________________ 
 
___________________________________________________ Date: ___________________ 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent 
 
Signature of Investigator:__________________________ Date: __________________ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu�
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Appendix B 
 

Principal Interview Protocol 
 

1. Can you tell me about some of the ways your school is using data to make instructional 
or organizational decisions?  

2. What are some of the primary student academic achievement data you and your staff use 
to make instructional or organizational decisions?  

3. What role have you played in supporting or promoting data use?   

4. What structures have you established that support data inquiry?  

5. Of these things, what has had the most significant impact on increasing student academic 
achievement?  

6. What qualitative, contextual data do you and the members of your administrative team 
collect review on a consistent basis?  

7. What structures have you put into place that allow for data inquiry into these elements?  

8. In your opinion, do teachers and administrators at your school associate increases in 
student achievement with their focus on student achievement and/or organizational data?  

9. What else would you like to add?  
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Appendix C 
 

Individual Administrator Interview Protocol 
  

1. Can you tell me about the specific things you and other administrators at this school are 
doing with data? (When, how) 

2. What are some of the primary student academic achievement data you and your 
administrative team members use to make instructional or organizational decisions? 

3. How do you use these data to make decisions?  

4. What qualitative, contextual data do you, the members of the administrative team, and/or 
teachers collect review on a consistent basis?  

5. What impact, do you believe, have these data had on student achievement?  

6. How has the use of data impacted student performance?  

7. What impact do you think the building principal has had on data use at this campus?  

8. How has the building principal empowered you to support data use at this campus?  

9. In your opinion, do teachers and administrators at your school associate increases in 
student achievement with their focus on student achievement and/or organizational data? 

10. What else would you like to add?    
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Appendix D 
 

Individual Department Chair Interview Protocol 
  

1. Can you tell me about the specific things you and other teachers at this school are doing 
with student or campus data? (When, how)  

2. What are some of the primary student academic achievement data you use to make 
instructional decisions? 

3. How do these data support your instructional decision-making processes?  

4. What are some of the non-student achievement data you and/or your department use to 
make instructional decisions?  

5. How do these data support your instructional decision-making processes?  

6. What impact do you think the building principal has had on data use at this campus? 

7. What structures has the principal put into place that supports data inquiry?  

8. How have the structures influenced the manner in which you make instructional 
decisions? 

9. What structure, in your opinion, has most significantly impacted student academic 
performance?  

10. How has the building principal empowered you to support data use at this campus? 

11. In your opinion, do teachers and administrators at your school associate increases in 
student achievement with their focus on student achievement and/or organizational data? 

12. What else would you like to add?   
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Appendix E 
 

Survey 
 

For the questions posed below, please check all of the responses that apply.  
 

1. What types of data do you refer to/utilize? How often do you review this data?  
YES Type Daily Weekly Monthly Six-

Weeks  
Annually 

�  Attendance       
�  Discipline       
�  Drop-out      
�  English-Language Learners      
�  Special education       
�  Culture/climate survey results      
�  Student work       
�  District benchmarks      
�  Unit assessments       
�  Common assessments      
�  Pre and post intervention data       
�  Six-week assessments       
�  Classroom walkthrough 

observations 
     

�  Teacher evaluations      
�  Other_________________________      
�  Other_________________________      
�  Other_________________________      
 
2. For what purposes do you use this data when making decisions?  

� To monitor individual student progress 
� To monitor small group progress 
� To monitor whole class progress 
� To assess current student needs 
� To assess current school needs  
� To assess future student needs 
� To assess future school needs  
� To identify student strengths or areas of improvement  
� To identify teacher strengths or areas of improvement  
� To evaluate existing programs  
� To identify professional development needs  
� To identify root causes of problems  
� To hold myself or others accountable  
� To determine needs associated with resource allocation 
� Other (please describe)________________________________________ 
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3. When does your school use student achievement or organizational data to make 
decisions?  
� Individual student planning 
� Class planning  
� Subject planning  
� Department planning  
� Administrative team planning 
� Whole school planning  
� Planning with instructional specialists, counselors, etc.  
� To make curriculum decisions 
� To make personnel decisions 
� To make organizational improvement decisions  
� To make teaching strategy decisions 
� To set school goals 
� To set classroom, department or student goals  
� Other (please describe)_________________________________________ 
� Other (please describe)_________________________________________ 

 
4. What did the school principal do to promote or support data use in this school?  

� Designated time for data review or analysis 
� Designated time for data-based planning  
� Encouraged/promoted collaborative data use  
� Provided professional development regarding data analysis protocols 
� Provided support or assistance to departments/teachers 
� Provided support or assistance to members of the administrative team  
� Shared leadership responsibilities with others (teachers and administrators) 
� Created a safe environment for sharing data 
� Provided easy access to data  
� Invited district staff to support data use 
� Organized celebrations based on improved student achievement   
� Other (please describe)_________________________________________ 
� Other (please describe)_________________________________________ 

 
5. What impact has the school principal had on supporting data use at this school?  

� Significant 
� Some 
� Very little 
� No impact  

 
6. Teacher collaborative practices in this school most frequently include (check all that 

apply)? 
� Collaborative planning 
� Collaborative data review 
� Discussing student progress 
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� Sharing of general school data 
� Discussing instructional strategies 
� Discussing organizational improvement practices 
� Discussing school initiatives  
� Discussing instructional or organizational challenges 
� Sharing of student success 
� Other__________________________________________________ 
� Other _________________________________________________ 

 
7. In your opinion, what factor(s) most facilitated the use of data by you and your 

colleagues?  
� Principal leadership  
� Other administrator leadership 
� Teacher leadership  
� School culture  
� Teacher collaboration 
� Increases in student performance  
� Response to mandates 
� Other____________________________________________________ 
� Other____________________________________________________ 

 
8. What impact has a focus on data use had, in terms of increasing student academic 

achievement, in this school?  
� Significant 
� Some 
� Very little 
� No impact 

 
9. Increases in student achievement might be attributed to a variety of data including: 

� Student achievement data  
� Culture/climate data  
� Other student data:  discipline, attendance, etc.  
� Community/parental involvement data 
� Student work 
� Teacher evaluation data 
� Classroom walkthrough data  
� Other____________________________________________________ 
� Other____________________________________________________ 

 
10. The utilization of data has had the following results in this school?  

� Increased student academic achievement  
� The development of a common understanding of effective ways in which to use data 
� A shared focus among staff, students and administration  
� Enhanced abilities on the part of administrators to support teachers 
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� Enhanced abilities on the part of teachers to support students  
� Better able to identify student or organizational needs and act to address those needs 
� Enhanced collaboration amongst school staff 
� Leadership development/capacity building amongst teachers and administrators  
� Improvement in school culture  
� Other____________________________________________________ 
� Other____________________________________________________ 

 
11. What is your primary role in this school?  

� Classroom teacher 
� Administrator  

 
12. How many years teaching experience do you have?____________ 
13. How many years administrative experience do you have?____________ 
14. How many years have you been employed at this school?________________ 

 
Thank you for your willingness to complete this survey.  
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Appendix F 
 

Start Codes 
 

Descriptive Label  Code Research Question Key 
Data Inquiry 

DI:  Data inquiry  DI NA 
DI:  Quantitative data inquiry  DI-QT NA 
DI:  Qualitative data inquiry  DI-QL  4 
DI:  Student achievement data DI-SAD NA 
DI:  Individual data inquiry  DI-IN 3 
DI:  Collective data inquiry  DI-CO 3 

Principal Leadership 
PL:  Principal leadership  PL  NA 
PL:  Principal as instructional leader  PL-IL NA 
PL:  Principal as utilizing distributed 
leadership 

PL-DL  NA 

Structures 
ST:  Structure  ST 1, 2 
ST:  Cabinet ST-CAB 1, 2  
ST:  Empowerment  ST-EMP 1, 2 
ST:  Time ST-TI 1, 2 
ST:  Internal structure ST-IS 1, 2 
ST:  External structure ST-ES 1, 2 
ST:  Teacher collaboration  ST-TCO 1, 2 
ST:  Faculty meeting  ST-FM 1, 2 
ST:  Cabinet meeting  ST-CM 1, 2 
ST:  Common planning ST-CP 1, 2 
ST:  Department meeting  ST-DM 1, 2  
ST:  Course groups ST-CG 1, 2  
ST:  Administrative collaboration ST-ACO 1, 2 
ST:  Technology  ST-TCH 1, 2 
ST:  Vertical alignment  ST-VT 1, 2  
ST:  Horizontal alignment  ST-HT 1, 2  
ST:  Data system  ST-DS 1, 2  
ST:  Data teams ST-DT 1, 2 
ST:  Formal observation  ST-FO 1, 2 
ST:  Informal observation  ST-IFO 1, 2  
ST:  Peer review ST-PR 1, 2  

Teacher and Administrator Use of Data   
TAU:  Teacher and administrator  use 
of data  

TAU 3 

TAU:  Instructional decision-making TAU-IDM 3 
TAU:  Organizational decision-making TAU-ODM 3 
TAU:  Teamwork  TAU-TWK 3 
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TAU:  Student data collection/analysis TAU-STD 3 
TAU:  Communication  TAU-CM 3 
TAU:  Distributed leadership  TAU-DL 3 
TAU:  Instructional leadership  TAU-IL 3 
TAU:  Supervising instruction  TAU-SI 3 
TAU:  Differentiation of instruction TAU-DF 3 
TAU:  Lesson design  TAU-LD 3 
TAU:  Professional development  TAU-PD 3 
TAU:  Intervention TAU-INT 3 
TAU:  Instructional Planning  TAU-PL 3 
TAU:  Recognition TAU-REC 3 

Data Elements 
DE:  Data element DE 4 
DE:  Student work  DE-STW 4 
DE:  Parental involvement DE-PI 4 
DE:  Attendance rate DE-ATT 4 
DE:  Discipline rate DE-DIS 4 
DE:  Student engagement   DE-ENG 4 
DE:  Student motivation  DE-MOT 4 
DE:  Graduation rate DE-GRAD 4 
DE:  Completion rate  DE-CMP 4 
DE:  Student academic achievement  DE-SAA 3 
DE:  Campus culture DE-CU 4 
DE:  Demographics DE-DEMO 4 
DE:  Retention rate DE-RR 4 
DE:  Passing rate  DE-PR 4 
DE:  Failure rate DE-FR 4 
DE:  Common assessments DE-CA 4 
DE:  Subject specific data  DE-SSP 3, 4 
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Appendix G 

Benchmark Analysis-Social Studies Department  

1. Take a few minutes to review your data.  You should have one spreadsheet by question 
and a packet broken down by class and objective.  

 

Noticings: 

 

 

 

 

 

 Wonderings: 

 

 

2. Look at the data by question and highlight those at or below 60%. 

3. Record those questions by objectives below: 

Objective 1 Objective 2 Objective 3 Objective 4 Objective 5 
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4. Get together in course groups to compare/contrast results. You could look at what 
objectives are weakest/strongest and why. You could then look at each question in the 
weakest objective to determine why students might have missed those particular 
questions (i.e. vocabulary, content not covered yet, etc.).  

 
5. Come up with a specific plan to address issues you discussed as a course group. Please 

begin the plan today and continue to develop the plan in course group PLC meetings.  
 

6. Share results and any helpful test-taking strategies.  
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Appendix H 
 

Jackson High School Observation Protocol  
 

  
 
 
 

Skill Set Strategies and Actions What I See: 
E = Mastery & Appropriate Use           H = Hit and Miss Use 
I = Ineffective Use                                 N = No Evidence /Not 
Applicable 

1. Classroom 
Management 
/Building a 
Learning 
Community 
 
Teacher organizes 
and paces lessons 
for success; builds 
a high performing, 
high functioning 
learning 
community of 
students who can 
work effectively in 
multiple contexts; 
and manages the 
group and 
individuals 
through clear 
behavioral 
expectations, fair 
consequences, 
effective teacher-
student talk, and 
positive behavioral 
supports. 

A. Meet and greet students personally; know 
every students’ name  

 Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions: 

B. Balanced pacing of instruction; bell to 
bell instruction; transitions between 
activities are smooth including entrance 
and exit procedures and activities 

 

C. Redirection of off task behavior using 
proximity, physical, visual, and verbal 
prompts, quick checks for understanding 
and prompt response when students need 
for help 

 

D. Students demonstrate their capacity to 
work independently, in small groups, and 
in whole larger group. 

 

E. Habits of learning, participation, self-
management, and self-discipline are                 
modeled, taught, practiced, and assessed.  

 

F. Students positively support and 
encourage each other 

 

G. Effective group facilitation: skills you 
expect of students; establishing group 
norms 

 

H. Students are treated fairly; consequences 
are consistent 

 

I. Positive feedback, celebrations, and 
incentives recognize individual and 
group efforts and accomplishments 

 

J. Seating is flexible and arranged to 
support different learning formats and 
student-centered work 

 

K. Teacher is accessible and circulates 
throughout the room throughout the 
teaching and learning process  

 

L. Accountable consequences and positive 
behavioral supports that include: logical 
consequences that take immediate effect 
and immediate interventions when 
students engage in inappropriate 
behavior. 

 



   
 

149 
 

 
 

Skill Set Strategies and Actions What I See: 
E = Mastery & Appropriate Use           H = Hit and Miss Use 
I = Ineffective Use                                 N = No Evidence /Not Applicable 

2. Clear Academic 
Expectations and 
Instructional 
Supports 
 
Academic 
expectations are 
clear and purposeful 
and teacher provides 
instructional 
supports throughout 
the lesson that 
enable students to 
meet academic 
expectations. 

A. A.  Lesson objectives are: Specific; 
Measurable; Attainable; Relevant; 
Trackable; Rules, norms, 
procedures, and consequences are 
posted; Agenda is posted with 
aims/objectives for the day 

 Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions: 

B. Gives clear instructions using 
verbal, visual, and written prompts; 
pair-check-ins; demonstrations; 
paraphrasing; and Q and A 

 

C. Students are able to explain daily 
objectives 

 

D. TEKS related to the current lesson 
or learning unit are referred to and 
posted 

 

E. Student work at various stages of 
development is posted or shared to 
provide exemplars that guide 
student work toward desired 
learning outcomes. 

 

F. Big 8:  Formative assessment 
learning guide 

 

G. Students analyze prior student work 
to recognize strengths and 
opportunities to design new or 
analyze existing rubrics 

 

H. Learning units and lessons are 
aligned to TEKS and TAKS; TAKS 
language is used in assessments, 
vocabulary study, maps, graphs, 
labs, etc. 

 

I. Teachers reinforce skills and 
content across courses 

 

J. Specific learning supports for 
SOME students who need more 
time include: small group tutoring 
during class time; office hours, 
“lunch and learns” or mandated 
“workout” sessions with teacher for 
individual or small group guided 
instruction/practice/learning  or 
time to complete, edit, correct 
student work; learning contracts 
and weekly feedback on target 
learning goals; 

 

K. Students support each others’ 
learning through the use of “study 
buddies”, peer review and editing, 
peer tutoring, etc. 
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Skill Set Strategies and Actions What I See: 
E = Mastery & Appropriate Use           H = Hit and Miss Use 
I = Ineffective Use                                 N = No Evidence /Not Applicable 

3. Rigorous,  
    Instruction 
 
Instruction focuses 
on explicitly guiding 
students in building 
the skills they will 
need to be college-
career-life ready 
after graduation 
from high school 

A. Students engaged in learning-to-
learn skills. Taught and reinforced 
students' self-awareness as learners 
and their abilities to reflect on how 
and what they learn  

 Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions: 

B. Work tasks incorporate critical 
thinking and problem solving skills. 

 

C. Opportunity to apply content 
knowledge to real world issues and 
human experiences. 

 

D. Opportunities to practice problem 
identification, and generate viable 
solutions 

 

E. Students are required to research, 
analyze, and record credible 
information; monitor progress on 
extended assignments; revise edit 
and polish their work 

 

F. Soft skills (cooperation, team work, 
using communication tools 
effectively, conflict resolution and 
negotiation) are explicitly taught 
and monitored 

 

G. Students learn the skills of the 
content discipline in order to learn 
about the work of that content 
discipline applying discipline 
literacy practices and protocols  

 

H. Habits of learning (how to work 
alone and in groups, how to 
participate, how to manage 
yourself, how to talk, how to ask 
for what you need) are modeled, 
taught, practiced, and assessed. 

 



   
 

151 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Skill Set Strategies and Actions What I See: 
E = Mastery & Appropriate Use           H = Hit and Miss Use 
I = Ineffective Use                                 N = No Evidence /Not Applicable 

4. Assessment  
    FOR and OF  
    Learning  
 
Formative and 
summative 
assessment tools are 
used throughout the 
teaching and learning 
process to inform 
both teacher and 
students about 
students’ proficiency 
and gaps related to 
the achievement of 
specific target 
learning goals and 
outcomes. 

 

A.  “Real time” specific, corrective, 
and appreciative feedback and on 
a daily basis to adjust instruction 
as needed;  Teachers provide 
positive and corrective feedback 
to students 

 Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions: 

B. Use of rubrics, check lists, 
procedural step by step protocols 
to assess students’ phase and stage 
in task completion 

 

C. Teachers use a variety of 
formative assessment tools to 
measure where students are in the 
learning process 

 

D. Alignment exists between 
teaching, practice and assessments 
activities. 

 

E. Practice time is provided for 
students to master skills and 
knowledge. 

 

F. Students are assessed in a variety 
of ways to demonstrate their 
mastery of content and skills at 
the end of each unit. (See 
Products and Presentations 
document) 

 

G. Summative assessments are 
presented as clear targets 
throughout the learning process so 
that students have clarity about 
what they are working towards 

 

H. Learning supports for ALL 
students include personal 
conferencing, coaching, “teaching 
by walking around”, and informal 
check-ins with every student 
every week; rotating mini- 
conferences to assess every 
student’s progress mid-semester 
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Skill Set Strategies and Actions What I See: 
E = Mastery & Appropriate Use           H = Hit and Miss Use 
I = Ineffective Use                                 N = No Evidence /Not 
Applicable 

5. Student Engagement 
in Learning 
 
Learning strategies and 
activities create 
conditions that increase 
students’ motivation, 
interests, effort, and 
engagement. 
(Refer to Dr. Parker’s 
Information) 

A. Use of web and graphic organizers and 
other strategies that engage students in 
recording and representing what they read, 
hear, and learn. 

 Comments: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Questions: 

B. Use of think-pair-share; turn and talk; and 
other small group dialogue protocols 

 

C. Use of Socratic seminar, structured 
discussions, and other large group dialogue 
protocols 

 

D. Differentiated learning strategies, work 
tasks,  and products that support a range of 
students’ skill competencies from emergent 
to advanced; accommodate different 
learning styles and preferences, and foster 
the use multiple intelligences 

 

E. Students complete work tasks, 
assignments, and products that capture 
personal interest and preference; topics and 
skills are linked to students’ interests and 
real-world applications, issues, and 
problems 

 

F. Use of interactive technology  
G. Cooperative learning includes specific 

protocols, purposeful tasks, and individual 
and group assessment of performance and 
product 

 

H. Students are given options and choices 
what to learn, how to learn, and what to do 

 

I. Students learn from a practitioner’s 
perspective (Think like a ____ or imagine 
yourself as….) 

 

J. Experiential learning activities through 
field work, labs, interviews, simulations, 
role plays, mock trials, etc.) 

 

K. Hands-on learning using manipulatives and 
a rich array of resources and materials 

 

L. The curriculum is problematized  (Here’s 
the problem.  Here are the rules, 
constraints, resources.  Your job is to solve 
it/construct the best solution. Go!!!) 

 

M. Cooperative and competitive games are 
used as an organized structure for learning 
that involve: A common goal or task; a 
challenge or problem to solve; obstacles to 
overcome; positive energy; rules; roles; 
strategic thinking strategies; social 
navigation and negotiation; interpersonal 
and group efficacy; emotional investment; 
group norming; reflection about what you 
experienced; applications to academics and 
real life 

 

N. Student surveys and feedback (what is 
working for students and what is not) 

 

O. Activities that promote student 
voice through opinion 
continuums, four corners, walk-
abouts, learning carousels, and 
concentric circles that get 
students  moving and talking 
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Skill Set Strategies and Actions What I See: 
E = Mastery & Appropriate Use           H = Hit and Miss Use 
I = Ineffective Use                                 N = No Evidence /Not 
Applicable 

Classroom Non-
Negotiables 
 
 

A. Clearly stated measurable objective 
that is written on board 

 

B. Students able to articulate the objective 
in their own words 

 

C. Lesson plan is available for review  
D. Current graded student work is posted  
E. Room is clean   
F. Use of lesson plan template  
G. Students are engaged in lesson  
H. Handouts have clear directions  

I. Teacher is able to identify Special Ed, 
ESL and At-Risk students and their 
needs 

 

J. Evidence of Grouping Strategies 
Employed 
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Appendix I 
 

Data Tree Ranking Description  
 

The total ranking was compiled by the following formula: 
 

Rate for attendance % 
+ Rate for credit history % 
+ Rate for current passing % 
- 1 if a student has been suspended this year 
= Number in total column  
 
Attendance and credit history percentages are rated using the breakdown below: 
 
X = % Rate 

X < 50 1 
50 ≤ X < 75 2 
75 ≤ X < 80 3 
80 ≤ X < 85 4 
85 ≤ X < 90 5 
90 ≤ X < 95 6 
95 ≤ X < 100 7 

 
 

Current passing percentage is rated using the breakdown below: 
 
X = % Rate 

X < 50 1 
50 ≤ X < 75 2 
75 ≤ X < 80 3 
80 ≤ X < 85 4 
85 ≤ X < 90 5 
90 ≤ X < 100 6 

 
Students were given a color ranking based on number in the total column: 
 
TOTAL COLOR INDICATION POSSIBLE SUPPORTS NEEDED 
20 Forest Green On track to graduate. Has 

exemplary attendance rate. 
Passed all classes.  

Review of schedule to ensure 
challenging program. Special rewards.  

17-19 Neon Green On track to graduate. Has 
excellent attendance. Passed 
all classes.  

Review of schedule to ensure 
challenging program. Special rewards. 

12-16 Blue On track to graduate. Has 
good attendance. Passes 
most classes.  

Review of courses that give student 
difficulty. Provide targeted tutoring or 
study group.  
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8-11 Yellow Timely graduation in doubt. 
Absent more than twice a 
month. Passes some classes.  

Interview student to find causes for 
sporadic attendance issues. Career 
counseling needed. Review subjects 
creating issues.  

4-7 Orange Potential dropout. Absent 
more than four times per 
month. Passes few, if any, 
classes.  

Interview student to set up new plan. 
Change in program, school. Needs one-
on-one adult contact daily.  

1-3 Red Dropout. Absent more than 
six times a month. Passes 
very few to no classes.  

Interview to change program. Possible 
CPS case(s). Intensive counseling to 
judge whether student needs 
more/different type of schooling. Needs 
one-on-one contact daily. Home visit 
and impact.  
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