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Federal policies such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and Race to the Top 

(RTT) stand as examples of how teachers face increasing expectations that their activities 

be “data-based” or “data-driven.” Meeting these expectations requires assembling and 

analyzing a wide variety of data about students (e.g., demographics, discipline, locally 

designed tests, state test results, or longitudinal information). Computer data systems are 

commonly assumed to facilitate the work of educational data use. Indeed, the availability 

and computing power of these systems have continued to expand, further increasing the 

promises that these technologies hold for enhancing teaching and learning.  

Meaningful and widespread changes to teachers’ practices, however, have 

typically not occurred on a large-scale or systemic basis. Therefore, in this comparative 

case study of three school districts I examine the nature of districts’ efforts to improve 

teachers’ data use via computer data systems. I do so by examining the worldviews of 

various job roles in each district about data use and computer data systems.  
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An erroneous assumption commonly made by districts was that these technologies 

are imbued with self-evident and predetermined effects on teacher work. Accordingly, 

the findings from this study speak to issues of sensemaking in districts. In them, I 

describe not only how teachers’ perspectives shaped their practices, but also how the 

alignment of perspectives among district roles influenced the implementation and success 

of district initiatives around computer data systems. As such, this study has implications 

for how districts plan, implement, and learn from initiatives around data use.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

THE STORY OF ONE (HYPOTHETICAL) TEACHER 

Seven years ago, Wayman, Stringfield and Yakimowski (2004) presented a “near-

term vision” for what a teacher‟s day could be like, in light of the unprecedented 

advancements in computer data systems1 at that time. This was at a period when learning 

about students and their needs at a granular level was constrained by access to data. 

Obtaining and analyzing data about students was burdensome and time consuming. Some 

teachers still recall the days when student data involved stacks of paper collected over the 

years, locked in filing cabinets in the main office (or the Special Education office as 

well), to be waded through over several hours—if there was time, give all the other 

demands of opening up the school year.  

In 2004, whether in regards to school or our everyday lives, the constant, instant 

integration of information was less the norm. Today, we expect to be able to access 

multiple sources of data, and to analyze that data in dynamic ways, from wherever we 

happen to be—even if it is via a handheld mobile device (e.g., cell phone). Accordingly, 

Wayman et al. (2004) were forward-looking in imagining a tight interweaving of 

technology, student information, and educational practices. They describe how their 

hypothetical teacher, Ms. Lockhart, could adeptly navigate channels of information and 

communication, if given the right computer data systems.  

Moments before the academic day begins, Ms. Lockhart is seen using technology 

to take stock of her students‟ learning. She keeps tabs not only on her class as a whole, 

but also on individual students. She checks her day‟s lesson plans, taking note of how she 

                                                 
1 I use the term computer data systems (or just “data systems”) to refer to technologies for managing 

information about students. Unlike technologies for delivering content to students, these systems are 

primarily intended to serve as a gateway for educators to access and analyze data about students. 
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will teach the group, as well as how she will attend to individual students‟ needs for 

advanced work or remediation.  

Access to robust sources of data enhances how she helps students. Delving into a 

longitudinal portfolio of work samples and test scores, Ms. Lockhart finds grounds to 

connect to the school diagnostic team for their perspective about a student who has been 

perplexing her. Like Ms. Lockhart, this team has up-to-the-moment information about her 

students‟ performance, including their grades and samples of their latest work. Similarly, 

her computer data system helps her to track whether various groups of students (e.g., 

economically disadvantaged) are on track according to state and local assessments. 

Insights from these data would change her approaches to teaching and learning. 

As a result of her computer data systems, Ms. Lockhart communicates differently 

with other caregivers. Her attendance records, now handled via computer, automatically 

trigger the main office to contact the homes of absentees. Increased access to student data 

means more refined and timely communication with parents, whether via email or parent 

conferences. Information moves quickly and efficiently, whether it is for a student who 

has moved, or for messages to travel among parents, the main office, and Ms. Lockhart.  

The example of Ms. Lockhart was intended to highlight how emerging 

technologies could make one teacher a “significantly more efficient, more effective 

educational professional” (Wayman et al., 2004, p. 2). The problem was thought to be 

about how data were stored and accessed. But now, seven years after this “near-term” 

vision, the portrait of Ms. Lockhart continues to serve as only an ideal. Teachers still face 

barriers to accessing robust and timely data, encounter difficulties in weaving data into 

practice, and struggle with their districts‟ approaches to data use (Valli & Buese, 2007; 

Wayman, Cho, & Johnston, 2007). Further, a national look at the use of computer data 

systems reveals that, despite an overall increase in access to computer data systems for 
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teachers, there has been little effect on teachers‟ daily instructional decisions (Means, 

Padilla, DeBarger, & Bakia, 2009).  

Today, educators‟ data systems are more sophisticated and accessible than ever 

before. Nonetheless, the question continues to persist: “Why have computers not yet 

transformed education?” (Wayman et al., 2004, p. 3). Perhaps it persists because it is the 

wrong question—perhaps it is people who change practice, not computers. What teachers 

do with computer data systems may depend on what sense they make of them.  

STRUCTURE OF THE CHAPTER 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide some context regarding the present study 

and its problem. First, I begin by situating the study of educational data use within the 

context of current policies and events. Second, I review how some scholars have 

understood the roles of computer data systems and district planning in supporting 

effective and widespread data use. Finally, I summarize the purpose of this study.  

CURRENT POLICIES AND CONTEXT 

Teachers and administrators today have more access to data about their students 

than ever before. At the same time, expectations that people in schools act in “data-

based” and “data-driven” ways also continue to increase. In many ways, such pressures 

have been occasioned not only by unprecedented advancements in technology, but also 

by federal and state accountability policies.  

The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and Race to the Top (RTT) help 

exemplify some of these pressures and beliefs about student data. When NCLB was 

authorized in 2001, it installed a host of standards-based accountability policies for the 

state monitoring of student performance (Cross, 2004; Stecher, Hamilton, & Gonzalez, 

2003). These policies were intended to increase educator‟s attention to states‟ 
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instructional goals (Brewer, Hentschke, Eide, Kuzin, & Nayfack, 2008; Figlio & Ladd, 

2008; Wohlstetter, Datnow, & Park, 2008). With NCLB, greater prominence was given 

to performance on state-level accountability tests, especially as it related to various 

demographic subgroups.  

RTT can be seen as an extension of this thinking. Its areas of interest include  

using student data for evaluating educators, designing pay-for-performance schemes, and 

interventions for “turning around” low-performing schools. These policies would be 

difficult to implement without the remarkable advancements in data systems that took 

place after NCLB, and in fact, RTT provides some direct attention to advancing data 

systems themselves. One of RTT‟s areas of focus involves the proliferation of state and 

district computer data systems. At the state level, it encourages the establishment of 

statewide, longitudinal systems. At the district level, it encourages changes to district‟s 

“instructional improvement systems.” Specifically, it focuses on ensuring that such 

systems provide teachers, principals, and administrators with actionable data for 

instructional improvement. 

For districts, these developments can raise important concerns for central office 

policy makers. In some cases, pressures to meet accountability goals can lead to distrust 

for data, frustrations with district initiatives, or teachers feeling that they must abandon 

students‟ best interests (Ingram, Seashore Louis, & Schroeder, 2004; Valli & Buese, 

2007; Wills & Sandholtz, 2009). Further, given the central role that computer data 

systems are able to play in teachers‟ data use, these systems represent an important but 

considerable investment on the part of districts. Burch and Hayes (2009) found that a 

smaller district might find itself spending several hundred thousand dollars, while a larger 

district might spend upwards of $4 million. This did not include upgrades such as 

customized assessments or professional development. While such costs may be 
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inconsequential when compared the cost to students‟ learning without computer data 

systems (Wayman, Cho, & Richards, 2010; Wayman et al., 2004), districts must also 

consider the possibility that systems are not always used in the ways or degrees imagined 

by planners (Means et al., 2009; Wayman, Cho, & S. Shaw, 2009). This raises issues 

relating to the contributions that systems may make to work, as well as what factors 

improve their use or prevalence of use. 

UNDERSTANDINGS ABOUT DATA USE 

Teachers and administrators today have more access to data about their students 

than ever before. In recent times, this has been facilitated by unprecedented 

advancements in computer data systems. In what follows, I first clarify what I mean by 

educational data use. Second, I describe what scholars have generally identified as 

supports for data use, especially as it relates to one such support, computer data systems.  

What I Mean by Educational Data Use 

By educational data use (or just “data use”), I refer to the basic premise that one 

way to improve schooling is by improving the role of data in educational decisions. 

Others might use terms such as data-driven, data-based, data-informed, or evidence-based 

decision making to refer to this area of research and practice. Some scholars have 

described data use in terms of a cycle of inquiry, where data are interpreted and made 

informative to action, and where those actions are then reevaluated or assessed in light of 

data (e.g., Copland, 2003; Knapp, Swinnerton, Copland, & Monpas-Hubar, 2006). Such a 

cycle is similar to the notion of formative assessment (e.g., Armstrong & Anthes, 2001; 

Black & Wiliam, 1998), but has been envisioned occurring throughout individual 

classrooms and the management of schools and districts.  
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In this, the data that educators in classrooms, schools, and central offices might 

draw upon can be various (e.g., Lachat & Smith, 2005; Supovitz & Klein, 2003; 

Wayman, Cho, Jimerson, & Snodgrass Rangel, 2010; Wayman et al., 2007). They might 

include grades, portfolios of student work samples, state test information, or student 

demographic information (e.g., ethnicity, gender, or classifications about particular 

needs). They might also include periodic assessments given to large groups that are 

designed to align with state high-stakes tests (Perie, Marion, & Gong, 2009; Wayman et 

al., 2009). The properties of such periodic assessments might vary and carry different 

names among districts or test designers (e.g., interim assessment, district benchmark, 

curriculum-based assessment (CBA), or predictive test). Teachers‟ uses of data in 

practice can include adjusting lessons, grouping students for individualized instruction, 

developing intervention programs for struggling students, or communicating with parents 

(e.g., Brunner et al., 2005; Supovitz & Klein, 2003; Wayman et al., 2007; Wayman & 

Stringfield, 2006).  

Conditions for Supporting Data Use 

Conditions that researchers have considered important to effective and 

widespread data use are varied. With the exception of computer data systems, many 

might can be found in educational research more generally. For example, effective 

leaders can support, model, and encourage data use among their faculties (Copland, 2003; 

Knapp et al., 2006; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006; Young, 2006). Similarly, collaboration 

helps to leverage professional insights and school improvement around data (Copland, 

2003; Means et al., 2009; Wayman, Midgley, & Stringfield, 2006). Training is seen as a 

way to ensure that teachers have the knowledge they need to use data effectively in 

practice (Massell & Goertz, 2002; Means et al., 2009; Supovitz & Klein, 2003). 
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Additionally, time provides teachers with the opportunity to reflect and plan around data 

(Copland, 2003; Feldman & Tung, 2001; Wayman et al., 2007). What‟s more, social 

consensus offers direction regarding how and why data ought to play a role in schooling 

(Knapp et al., 2006; Means et al., 2009; Supovitz & Klein, 2003; Wayman et al., 2006).  

Finally, computer data systems serve as venues for educators to instantaneously 

access, manage, and analyze data (Brunner et al., 2005; Chen, Heritage, & Lee, 2005; 

Wayman, Cho, & Richards, 2010). In effect, they offer educators more granular views of 

student data, along with more powerful ways of looking at or engaging with that data. As 

such, they have become increasingly prevalent in schools (Burch & Hayes, 2009; Means 

et al., 2009). The difference between these systems and other technologies in schools 

(e.g., word processing or slideshow software, projection equipment) is that computer data 

systems are directly intended to influence what teachers see, know, and do about 

students2. 

A few examples of categories for such systems include student information 

systems (SISs), assessment systems, and data warehouses (Wayman, 2005; Wayman, 

Cho, & Richards, 2010). Student information systems (SISs) are typically designed for 

the management of transactional data, such as attendance, grades, enrollment, or course 

schedules. Assessment systems are typically designed for organizing and analyzing data 

from periodic assessments, which may be designed to align with state accountability 

tests. Data warehouses are designed to be “one stop shops” for integrating data from 

these and other systems. These examples of systems may also differ in their analytical 

power, ability to customize queries, and overall designs. Typically, data warehouses are 

                                                 
2 Generally, computer data systems are not envisioned as playing a role in classroom lessons, aside from 

influencing lesson planning. Typically, students are not expected to interact directly with these systems. 

Occasionally teachers may share data they get from systems about students with those students. Also, some 

systems may offer access to grades to students online.  
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thought to offer the most analytical power, given that they are intended to integrate many 

sources of data, thus allowing for longitudinal analyses and analyses that draw upon data 

from many disparate sources.  

THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

In the preceding sections, I have described some of the promises and potential 

associated with computer data systems. Their qualities help make them an important, if 

sometimes pricey (Burch & Hayes, 2009), part of districts‟ initiatives around data use. I 

have also outlined some other supports to data use outlined by current scholarship. In 

general, the focus on these conditions, and on computer data systems more specifically, 

can be recast in terms of ensuring that educators have access to the right resources (e.g., 

systems, training, leadership).  

Despite these supports, however, districts also face some persistent challenges. 

These can be cast in terms of issues in educators‟ sensemaking. For example, although 

computer data systems could serve as a centerpiece of districts‟ efforts, some educators 

may fail to see their connection to practice and fail to make the most of them (Means et 

al., 2009; Wayman et al., 2009). Indeed, teachers‟ abilities to connect data to practice are 

not always guaranteed (Ingram et al., 2004; Massell & Goertz, 2002; Supovitz & Klein, 

2003).  

Equally important, despite pressures on districts and educators to be more “data-

based” or “data-driven,” there is also little guidance for districts regarding what makes 

for the successful implementation of computer data systems or what to do about these 

issues in sensemaking. New insights about these topics would make practical 

contributions to the management of district efforts, as well as theoretical contributions 

about the relationships among data, computer data systems, and practice. Accordingly, 
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the purpose of this study is to explore the nature of school districts‟ efforts to improve 

data use practices via computer data systems. It is guided by two research questions:  

1. How do school districts intend for computer data systems to influence 

teachers‟ practices? 

2. How do teachers enact (or resist) the changes to practice implied by districts‟ 

efforts for computer data systems?  

In order to address these research questions, I conducted a comparative case study 

of three school districts and their efforts around computer data systems. Because the 

overall purpose was to explore the nature of districts and their efforts, I examined the 

unique interplay among various roles (e.g., central office, campus administrators, and 

teachers) within districts and made cross-case comparisons among districts. Accordingly, 

this study provides insights about interpretive processes in district organizations and their 

influences on the implementation of computer data systems. Equally important, it offers 

recommendations regarding the implementation and use of computer data systems in 

districts‟ data initiatives.  
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature and Conceptual Framework 

In Chapter 1, I suggested that the success of initiatives around data use and 

computer data systems were of increasing importance to school districts, but that despite 

districts‟ efforts, meaningful changes to teachers‟ data practices had not occurred on any 

widespread or systemic basis. Uncovering how and why districts‟ efforts may turn out 

differently than intended involves carefully considering the nature of those efforts and 

what they mean to teachers‟ practice. Accordingly, in this chapter I present a conceptual 

framework that helps to better understand these phenomena as they span entire districts 

and their levels.   

This chapter is divided into three main sections. I first begin by providing some 

background regarding the policy context for data use and computer data systems in 

education. Second, I summarize some of the current understandings about supporting 

data use. Third, I present my conceptual framework, which draws upon open systems 

perspectives to shed new light on districts‟ initiatives around data use and computer data 

systems.  

THE POLICY CONTEXT 

A brief overview of the thinking behind current accountability policies can help 

frame some of the current pressures facing districts about the use of data and computer 

data systems. Originally passed in 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) was an important part of President Johnson‟s “War on Poverty.” It helped to 

promote the notion that poor and disadvantaged children were in desperate need of the 

“opportunity to learn” (Cross, 2004), and that effective schooling would mitigate the 

circumstance of being born into poverty. Although Kantor and Lowe (1995) suggest that 

the passage of ESEA was also avoiding school desegregation, the result was the same: 
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schools began receiving federal compensatory funds in order to close the gaps associated 

with economic and racial segregation. In order to help evaluate this new investment in 

schools, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) (i.e. “the nation‟s 

report card”) also became a part of ESEA (Cross, 2004).   

When the ESEA was reauthorized as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

(NCLB), it introduced a host of standards-based accountability policies that were 

intended to continue monitoring the success of efforts in education to serve 

disadvantaged students (Cross, 2004; Stecher et al., 2003). The lever for this monitoring, 

however, became state-level accountability tests. States (and thus schools) were held 

accountable for the performance of students on these tests. In line with an eye on 

remedying the disparities among students from various walks of life, policies also 

required attention to students according to various demographic subgroups (e.g., by 

ethnicity, economically disadvantaged status, English Language Learner status). The 

theory of action was that increased monitoring, sanctions, and accountability would lead 

educators to be more mindful about the performance of these students according to state 

goals and standards (Brewer et al., 2008; Figlio & Ladd, 2008; Wohlstetter et al., 2008).  

In a sort of Cambrian explosion, vendors introduced a variety of assessments and 

curricula for predicting or improving students‟ performance on these tests. In finding 

ways to handle these data, the development and prevalence of computer data systems also 

began to bud. Indeed, the adoption of computer data systems by school districts around 

the nation continues to grow (Means et al., 2009), with some systems being geared 

toward handling student demographic information, assessment data, or curricula—or  

integrating these and other data (Wayman, 2005; Wayman, Cho, & Richards, 2010).  

For example, some districts may purchase periodic assessments, which are 

typically designed to assess progress or predict performance on the state exam (Perie, 
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Marion, & Gong, 2007; Wayman et al., 2009). Burch and Hayes (2009) describe how 

districts‟ adoption of assessment systems for handling these data grew in the wake of 

NCLB. Computer data systems in general, and these systems in particular, were found to 

represent a significant investment of  resources by districts. The costs of these assessment 

systems were found to range from $5 to $15 per student, not including upgrades (e.g., 

customized assessments or professional development). In a small district, this might have 

amounted to several hundred thousand dollars, but large could have spent upwards of $4 

million. The pressures to purchase such systems were found to come from a variety of 

sources, including the superintendent or school board, state mandates, and NCLB.  

A continuing focus on data and computer data systems is also evident in recent 

policy events. For example, RTT was established as a part of the American Recovery and 

Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA). In it, Secretary of Education Arne Duncan was 

provided $4.3 billion in discretionary funding, the largest pot of discretionary funds for 

K-12 education reform in U.S. history. It totaled more than all of Duncan‟s predecessors 

combined (Duncan, 2009). There are many dimensions to RTT, including aspects relating 

to standards and assessment and educator quality, but one area of focus includes the 

proliferation of state and district computer data systems.  

At the state level, RTT encourages the establishment of statewide, longitudinal 

systems. These systems would begin to connect higher education, public education, and 

workforce data for every student. The granularity of this data would range from college 

readiness, to traditional test scores, to performance in college, to transcripts. At the 

district level, it further encourages changes to district data systems. Specifically, it 

focuses on whether such systems provide teachers, principals, and administrators with 

actionable data for instructional improvement. Teachers are also woven into RTT‟s 

initiatives for educator quality, such as those relating to evaluation or pay-for-
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performance. It is via new technologies that connect student data to educators that many 

of such goals are made achievable.  

Taken together, NCLB and RTT provide insight into some of the ways in which 

standardized test data and computer data systems have become centerpieces for districts‟ 

attempts to meet accountability standards and to promote student learning. This does not 

mean, however, that all educators have been prepared to use data or computer data 

systems in order to benefit students. In fact, some educators may face a variety of new 

frustrations and pressures (Ingram et al., 2004; Valli & Buese, 2007; Wills & Sandholtz, 

2009). These might range from distrust for data, to frustrations with central office 

approaches to data use, to difficulty negotiating conflicting perspectives about “valuable 

instruction” and “success.” 

CURRENT UNDERSTANDINGS ABOUT SUPPORTING DATA USE 

The current literature about educational data use highlights a variety of supports 

for data use. Many of these have been observed I other streams of research outside of 

data use, including leadership, collaboration, training, time, and social consensus. Unique 

to the data use literature are computer data systems. Paradigmatically, the current focus 

on such supports is most in accord with the resource-based view of organizations (e.g., 

Barney, 1991; Mata, Fuerst, & Barney, 2001; Wade & Hulland, 2004), where various 

resources (including information and information technologies) are seen as points of 

leverage toward organizational improvement. Below, I describe these various supports. 

Subsequently, I discuss some challenges to data use, some of which might be associated 

with current views about organizational improvement. 
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Leadership 

Schools that embrace data use have been found to have committed and engaged 

leaders. These leaders are typically principals, although some have also suggested that 

instructional coaches also present some potential in this regard (City, 2007; Lachat & 

Smith, 2005; Wayman et al., 2007; Young, 2006). Overall, effective school leaders are 

seen as bringing increased stability and norms around inquiry to their schools (Brunner et 

al., 2005; Copland, 2003; Feldman & Tung, 2001; Knapp et al., 2006; Wayman et al., 

2006).  

Principals have been found supporting data use among teachers, as well as 

modeling data use themselves. This support can take many forms, including establishing 

routines for distributed leadership (Copland, 2003), developing consensus regarding 

teaching and learning (Knapp et al., 2006; Wayman et al., 2007), and supporting 

collaborative inquiry (Copland, 2003; Knapp et al., 2006; Lachat & Smith, 2005). 

Leaders‟ modeling of data use might also include examining student data, then adjusting 

and monitoring programs (Brunner et al., 2005; Wayman et al., 2007). Programmatic 

decisions could range from better tailoring teachers‟ trainings to ensuring that students 

receive the proper services. In addition, other administrators may use data directly with 

teachers, helping them to analyze data, set learning goals, or plan lessons (Supovitz & 

Klein, 2003; Young, 2006). 

Collaboration 

The preceding passages mentioned that leaders have been found supporting 

collaborative inquiry. Collaboration has been described as a support to data use (and the 

use of computer data systems) in its own right. For example, teachers who have been 

found using computer data systems have been found doing so not only on their own, but 

in collaboration with others (Means et al., 2009; Wayman et al., 2009). Indeed, Wayman 
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et al. (2006) suggest that there may be a mutually beneficial relationship between data 

and collaboration, whereby collaboration enhances the interpretation of data and data 

helps provide collaborators with a common language for their efforts together. Shared 

inquiry has been seen as a way to enhance and leverage professional relationships and 

data use in school improvement efforts (Copland, 2003; Feldman & Tung, 2001; Knapp 

et al., 2006).  

Training 

Training, or professional development, is also commonly described as necessary 

for effective data use. The logic here is that teachers need to know what data mean, as 

well as what data mean to practice (Massell, 2001; Supovitz & Klein, 2003). In 

describing the importance of training, scholars have also suggested that training for data 

use go beyond simple, isolated experiences to connecting teachers‟ daily work (Massell 

& Goertz, 2002; Wayman et al., in press). Despite the importance of data literacy, 

however, Means et al. (2009) find that teachers in many districts lack the skills and 

knowledge necessary to effectively apply data in practice.  

Time for Data Use 

Time is often at a premium in schools. Accordingly, scholars have also 

highlighted the importance of ensuring that teachers have enough time to reflect upon and 

plan around data (Copland, 2003; Feldman & Tung, 2001; Wayman et al., 2006). The 

press for time, however, can result in lost priority for data use or more stress around data 

use (Means et al., 2009; Valli & Buese, 2007; Wayman et al., 2007). On the flip side, the 

press for time may also lead to narrowed curriculum and instruction. Wills and Sandholtz 

(2009) find that data-informed decisions, even ones supported by teachers, can still lead 
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to sacrificing lesson content or activities that might otherwise have been prioritized as 

valuable to students.  

 Social Consensus 

Educational researchers have described social consensus around data use in a 

variety of ways, including shared vision for teaching and learning (Wayman et al., 2007), 

culture of data use (Means et al., 2009), cultures of inquiry (Copland, 2003; Knapp et al., 

2006), and professional learning community (Richard DuFour, Eaker, & Rebecca 

DuFour, 2005). The logic here is that social consensus helps provide direction regarding 

how and why data ought to play a role in improving schooling. Social consensus is seen 

as being connected to teachers‟ investment in data use, as well as to the promotion of 

effective data use practices (Supovitz & Klein, 2003; Wayman et al., 2006).  

Computer Data Systems 

Commonly recognized types of systems were described earlier in this chapter (see 

What I Mean by Computer Data Systems). In the absence of effective computer data 

systems, the burdens of data use can weigh heavily on teachers (Knapp et al., 2006; 

Supovitz & Klein, 2003; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006). Accordingly, systems are seen as 

offering teachers access to data in more powerful and timely ways. Regardless of the type 

of system, important system characteristics include: ease of use, connections to the right 

data, and the capacity to present or analyze data in rich ways (Brunner et al., 2005; Chen 

et al., 2005; Means et al., 2009; Wayman, Cho, & Richards, 2010).  

Districts today face a broad and evolving marketplace of choices in data systems. 

As computer data systems become increasingly prevalent, school districts face 

challenging questions about what kinds of systems and types of access will best support 

data use (Means et al., 2009; Wayman et al., 2007; Wayman, Cho, & Richards, 2010). 
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Although the value of systems can be weighed in dollars, districts might also consider 

their value to teaching and learning. New technologies could affect the richness of 

information afforded by assessments (Silva, 2008; B. Tucker, 2009). They might also 

affect how data is shared and transferred, such as via mobile handheld technologies 

(Shuler, 2009). New systems, sometimes called instructional management systems 

(Wayman, Cho, & Richards, 2010), are also emerging. These are designed to not only 

deal with providing access to student data, but also to connect them to instructional 

resources and curriculum.  

Challenges to Current Understandings 

In the preceding passages, I sketched out some of the supports that educational 

researchers have identified as important to educational data use, considering them 

indicative for how current understandings have been based in a resource-based view of 

organizations. Implicitly, this way of thinking assumes that these supports function in 

predictable ways. Paradigmatically, this casts organizational improvement as something 

that occurs rationally or according to predetermined rules (e.g., Bolman & Deal, 2003; 

Morgan, 1986; Scott & Davis, 2007; Weick, 1976). In this way, the contributions of each 

support might be maximized and hindrances to each support might be minimized.  

There are, however, challenges to data use which are not typically treated as 

resources and which do not typically function in rational, predictable ways. Some of 

these challenges relate to teachers‟ attitudes about data and computer data systems. For 

example, teachers may report that they feel already knowledgeable about student needs, 

even without formal data (Supovitz & Klein, 2003). Indeed, the contributions of data to 

practice may not be immediately evident to teachers (Ingram et al., 2004; Massell & 

Goertz, 2002). Consequently, these conditions can diminish the perceived contribution of 
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computer data systems to practice and result in the underutilization of systems (Means et 

al., 2009; Wayman et al., 2009). In other words, simply having access to a system might 

not be enough. Further, central offices‟ approaches to data use may also influence 

teachers‟ perspectives and uses of data. Some approaches can lead to a sense of increased 

burden, stress, or distrust of data (Coburn, Honig, & Stein, 2009; Ingram et al., 2004; 

Valli & Buese, 2007), this also affecting the implementation of initiatives. 

Because these challenges relate to attitudes and perceptions, a conceptual 

framework focusing on sensemaking and interpretive processes can help to account for 

what current understandings have not. The conventional wisdom would say that if things 

fail to go as planned, then the problem was in the plan (e.g., unclear goals, misaligned 

roles, poorly applied resources) (Bolman & Deal, 2003; Scott & Davis, 2007). It assumes 

that tasks are straightforward, that issues are predictable, and that people and 

technologies work as planners intend (Morgan, 1986).  

The challenges described above, however, suggest that people may disagree or 

face confusion about data role in practice, and that the use of computer data systems does 

not always occur as planned. Working from a framework that accounts for interpretive 

processes, however, illuminates these challenges by accounting for larger social, cultural, 

and technical influences on behavior (Datnow, 2006; Owens, 2004; Pfeffer, 1997; Scott 

& Davis, 2007). Such a lens has yet to be applied to understanding districts‟ efforts to 

improve teachers‟ data use via computer data systems.  

THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: DRAWING UPON OPEN SYSTEMS PERSPECTIVES 

In the present study, I draw upon open systems perspectives to understand district 

organizations, their initiatives around data use, and the connections between computer 

data systems and practice. Scott and Davis (2007) review the characteristics and schools 
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of thought that are associated with open systems perspectives. Viewing organizations as 

systems begins with recognizing that they are being composed of many interdependent 

parts, where the degrees of interdependence among those parts may vary. Some elements 

in open systems may be tautly connected, while others may be fairly autonomous. 

Messages from policy centers may be only loosely coupled with the actual behavior of 

system components. Especially distinguishing open systems from other types of systems3, 

however, is their capacity to draw upon diversity in the environment and within 

themselves in order to grow, learn, and reorganize.  

Scott and Davis (2007) further describe how open systems thinking can be applied 

to organizational studies in order to help shed light on issues such as nonlinearity among 

system elements, dealing with uncertainty, and how the processing and sharing 

information influences organizational behavior. Accordingly, in arriving at my 

conceptual framework, I have drawn upon a variety of resources, many of which are 

found in the organizational, management information systems (MIS), and policy 

implementation literatures. Schools of thought that have influenced my thinking include 

social network theory (e.g., Barley, 1990), structuration theory (e.g., Jones & Karston, 

2008; Orlikowski, 1996, 2000), sensemaking theory (e.g., Spillane et al., 2002; Weick, 

1993; Weick & Roberts, 1993), and complexity theory (e.g., Macguire et al., 2006; 

McDaniel & Driebe, 2001).  

Open systems perspectives have been recognized in educational research 

generally, if not in the research on data use. For example, Peurach and Gumus (2010) 

draw upon open systems perspectives to develop a framework for understanding 

leadership in school networks. Additionally, scholars have applied complexity theory to 

                                                 
3 Examples of less complex and less adaptive systems include: machines with dynamic but predetermined 

activities, such as the clock; or self-regulating systems that depend upon externally set targets, such as the 

thermostat (Scott & Davis, 2007). 
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better understand school improvement via high-stakes accountability policies (O‟Day, 

2002) and small-school reform models (McQuillan, 2008). Likewise, Datnow (2006) and 

Spillane et al. (2002) draw upon notions of mutual adaptation and interpretation in order 

to explain districts‟ role in policy implementation. 

Within data use circles, open systems perspectives are still emerging. For 

example, some scholars have begun to address issues about sensemaking and the 

interpretation of data (Coburn et al., 2009; Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Young, 2006). Also, 

Halverson (2010) applies social network analyses to explore data use and their influences 

on patterns of organization among school members. Still needed is a more thorough 

understanding of whether and how open systems perspectives might be applied to 

understanding districts‟ initiatives around the use of data and computer data systems.  

Below, I provide additional detail about concepts from open systems perspectives 

that help to frame the present study. First, I describe these concepts. Subsequently, I 

outline some implications that they may have for understanding districts‟ initiatives. 

Concepts from Open Systems Perspectives 

Two concepts from open systems perspectives especially help to frame the 

present study. These are agency and sensemaking. 

Agency. The concept of agency suggests that it is the practitioner who determines 

practice and that how this is done can vary. O‟Day (2002) describes agents as people in 

schools—each with their own unique experiences, knowledge, goals, and strategies for 

accomplishing their goals. Agents can be thought of as information processors, constantly 

exchanging feedback with each other and their environments (Macguire, McKelvey, 

Mirabeau, & Oztas, 2006; McDaniel & Driebe, 2001; Overman, 1996; Spillane et al., 

2002). The connectivity among agents helps them to share what they know, which can in 
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turn influence what they do. Each agent, however, also experiences its environment 

differently—making the issue of what agents “know” something that may be imperfect or 

not to be taken for granted. Differences in role, experience, training, and investment in 

activities can result in inherently different outlooks (J. S. Brown & Duguid, 1991; Carlile, 

2002). These unique conditions influence enactment. In the words of Scott & Davis 

(2007):  

The concept of enactment emphasizes the role of perception but also recognizes 

that organizational members not only selectively perceive but also directly 

influence the state of their environments through the cognitive frames they utilize 

as well as by their own actions, which can alter the state of the environment (p. 

105).  

Within this, agents in organizations are also interrelated and connected. As part of 

a larger network, agents may act as interrelated elements or clusters of elements (Scott & 

Davis, 2007). Connectivity among agents or groups of agents helps to explain how 

organizations can leverage information in order to adapt to changing or ambiguous 

circumstances (Levinthal & Warglien, 1999; Rivkin & Siggelkow, 2002; Weick, 1993). 

On the flip side, activities among these agents can be difficult to predict or orchestrate, in 

part because the strengths of relationships among agents may vary in strength (Macguire 

et al., 2006; McDaniel & Driebe, 2001; Weick, 1976).  

Sensemaking. It is difficult to discuss agency without also discussing 

sensemaking among agents. If agents act as information processors and are 

interconnected in organizations, then organized activities are the result of distributed 

cognition (Pfeffer, 1997; Spillane et al., 2002; Weick & Roberts, 1993). What actions 

arise (and how well organized they are) is less the result of a central decision-making 

center, and more the result of sensemaking (Scott & Davis, 2007; Weick, 1993). In 

essence, effective organizing is an ongoing process, based in intersubjectivity among 
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agents (Spillane et al., 2002; Weick, 1993; Weick & Roberts, 1993). People act in 

organized ways not by getting rid of their unique perspectives, but by learning to connect 

them with those of others.  Metaphors that can help illustrate this kind of interrelating in 

organizations include those of birds flocking and fish schooling (McDaniel & Driebe, 

2001). 

The concept of sensemaking helps to shed light on issues in the implementation of 

policies and of technologies. As it relates to policy, sensemaking may influence the 

success or failure of initiatives. People may be biased toward some policy messages, 

while misconstruing or failing to notice others (Spillane et al., 2002). What becomes of 

policy in schools may differ greatly from what planners had envisioned (Datnow, 2006). 

What happens in practice may be based on what people see, know, and understand in 

context (Weick, 1976), sometimes despite planners‟ most well-reasoned rules, plans, or 

goals.  

This is not to say that the signals from policymakers and planners have no 

relevance, but that they are assessed along with a multitude of other understandings. 

Although some of these understandings may be drawn from formal plans, training 

materials, or descriptions of work, these resources can prove limited when confronting 

novel or uncertain circumstances (J. S. Brown & Duguid, 1991; Weick & Roberts, 1993). 

Other resources that may influence sensemaking include workplace narratives, 

relationships, and other informal occasions for learning (J. S. Brown & Duguid, 1991; 

Carlile, 2002; Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Nonaka, 1994; Thomas, Sussman, & 

Henderson, 2001). Accordingly, if initiatives do not unfold as planned, the problem may 

be less in having had the wrong plan (e.g., unclear goals, misspent efforts, poorly applied 

resources) and more in the understandings that led to those outcomes.  
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As it relates to the implementation of technology, technologies also emerge as 

things that must be made sense of. The notion to interpretive flexibility highlights the 

notion that technological artifacts can be multidimensional, representing different things 

to different people. Interpretive flexibility has its roots in the Social Construction of 

Technology (SCOT) (Pinch & Weibe, 1984), but finds regular application in the MIS and 

IS literatures (Bailey & Barley, 2011; Leonardi, 2009a; Markus & Robey, 1998; 

Orlikowski & Barley, 2001). Interpretive flexibility helps illuminate that technologies do 

not have predetermined meanings or contributions to work outside of what social 

constructions that people bring to them. Like spaces or places, technologies may exist in 

different ways for different people (Leonardi, 2009b; Orlikowski, 2000). Narratives, 

social constructions, and social groups shape what they mean to practice (Orlikowski & 

Iacono, 2001). People may vary in their assessment for how a technology “fits” work, 

thus having implications for outcomes in practice (e.g., enactment, rejection, 

workarounds, relationships with other people) (Barley, 1990; Orlikowski, 1996).  

Implications of the Conceptual Framework 

By viewing district organizations through open systems perspectives, I am better 

able to examine district‟s initiatives around data and computer data systems. My 

conceptual framework draws especially upon the notions of agency and sensemaking. 

This builds upon current understandings about educational data use in three ways.  

First, my conceptual framework helps me to address issues relating to educators‟ 

attitudes and understandings about data use and practice. How to weave data into practice 

is not necessarily something that is easy or self-evident to teachers (Ingram et al., 2004; 

Massell & Goertz, 2002; Wayman et al., 2007). Further, teachers‟ attitudes about data, 

computer data systems, and practice vary (Supovitz & Klein, 2003; Valli & Buese, 2007; 
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Wayman et al., 2009). Many teachers do not believe that their systems afford meaningful 

changes to curriculum or instruction (Means et al., 2009). Although some scholars have 

begun to explore issues relating to sensemaking and data (Coburn et al., 2009; Coburn & 

Talbert, 2006; Young, 2006), the scope of such work has yet to touch upon phenomena 

that may stretch across districts and their various roles. Because my framework and 

research questions attend to implementation issues that span district levels, I am able to 

examine the worldviews of particular roles and how they interact when juxtaposed 

district-wide.  

Second, my conceptual framework helps account for unpredictability in the 

implementation of districts‟ initiatives and the limitations of even the most well-designed 

policies or plans. This is accomplished by recognizing that practice is influenced by how 

actors negotiate, co-construct, and make sense of policy (Datnow, 2006; Honig, 2003, 

2006a; Spillane et al., 2002) and of technology (Leonardi, 2009b; Orlikowski, 2000; 

Orlikowski & Iacono, 2001; Pinch & Weibe, 1984). Despite the our everyday 

assumptions, they do not have predetermined “effects” on work, are not easily 

interchanged, and do not “exist” outside of context.  

Third, my conceptual framework carries implications for central office 

approaches to planning. In essence, it acknowledges the potential for efforts around data 

and computer data systems take on unexpected qualities at the level of practice. Agents‟ 

decisions about enactment, rejection, or improvisation could support organizational 

improvement (Barret, 1998; J. S. Brown & Duguid, 1991; Orlikowski, 1996), but they 

might also hinder it (Leonardi, 2009b). If this is so, then this raises questions about how 

central offices might be responsive to issues confronted by teachers at the level of 

practice. Approaches to planning that do not lead to additional learning or adaptation by 
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policymakers may lose effectiveness once plans are set into motion (S. L. Brown & 

Eisenhardt, 1997; Eisenhardt, 1990; McDaniel, 2007).  

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have outlined a conceptual framework that helps to explain how 

and why efforts around data use and computer data systems may turn out differently than 

intended. It draws upon open systems perspectives, especially the concepts of agency and 

sensemaking. My framework suggests that organizations are composed of agents who 

often differ in perspective, knowledge, and skills. Accordingly, decisions about 

enactment are based in interpretive processes, which occur in localized ways, but 

throughout organizations. Thus, what becomes of policies or technologies in practice may 

be a matter of what sense people have made of them.  

This framework builds upon current understandings about supports for 

educational data use and helps to address the need for additional insights about districts‟ 

initiatives. These include questions about attitudinal differences in teachers‟ perspectives 

about data use. Further, it can help to expand current understandings by looking at 

various district levels together as they confront issues relating to the implementation of 

district efforts and computer data systems. Insights from applying this framework can 

have practical implications for central office efforts and approaches to planning.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology and Design 

In Chapter 1, I presented some issues facing school districts in their efforts to 

expand teachers‟ uses of data via computer data systems. In Chapter 2, I presented a 

conceptual framework that might help explain some of these challenges. In this chapter, I 

present my methods for collecting and analyzing data. These activities were guided by 

my conceptual framework, the purpose of this study, and my two research questions. The 

purpose of this study is to explore the nature of school districts‟ efforts to improve data 

use via computer data systems. The first research question related to how school districts 

intend for computer data systems to influence teachers‟ uses of data. The second research 

question related to how teachers enact (or resist) these changes to practice.  

This chapter is divided into three main sections. I first begin by describing the 

research setting. Second, I review the case study methods that helped me address my 

research questions. Third, I describe some of the limitations of this study and how I have 

attempted to address them.  

THE RESEARCH SETTING 

In this section, I provide some context for the present study. This section is in two 

parts. In the first, I describe background information about the present study. In the 

second, I clarify my contributions to the present study within this context.  

The Data-Informed District (DID) Project 

This dissertation was conducted during the second year of a larger, three-year 

project. This project, funded by the Spencer Foundation, is entitled The Data-Informed 

District: Implementation and Effects of a District-wide Data Initiative. It is led by Dr. 

Jeffrey C. Wayman, who is also my dissertation chair. For the purposes of this 



 

 27 

dissertation, I refer to this larger study as the “DID project” and to my colleagues within 

the project as the “DID project research team.”  

The DID project was guided by several lines of inquiry. One related to 

determining which data use practices are common among districts and which are 

associated with context. Another involved developing scalable guidance for other 

districts to become more data-informed. A third sought to uncover effects on student 

achievement and educator practice from such initiatives. In conducting this research, data 

collection was aimed at a host of specific topics, including data use practices, computer 

data systems, professional development, leadership, and common understandings.  

The relationship between the DID project and its study districts might best be 

characterized as a collaborative partnership (Merriam, 2009). Such partnerships are a 

form of participant research where participants work together with researchers toward 

matters of mutual interest. As a research team, we hoped to contribute to the field clearer 

understandings about becoming a data-informed district. In return, we offered districts 

our expertise as scholars in data use and other areas of import to district management.  

In spring 2009, the research team selected three school districts in Central Texas 

to participate in the DID project. They were selected in order to create variety among 

demographic and contextual factors. At the time of selection, the largest district, Nils 

Creek4, had approximately 43,000 students and was ranked “Recognized” by the Texas 

Education Agency. The middle district, McElroy Falls, had approximately 22,000 

students and was ranked “Academically Acceptable.” The smallest district, Lilac Springs, 

had approximately 7,000 students and was ranked “Exemplary.” 

                                                 
4 District names are pseudonyms.  



 

 28 

In year two, the collaborative partnerships continued, mainly in the form of 

conversations with district leadership teams regarding the DID project‟s 

recommendations for better supporting educators‟ data use. In these meetings, I 

participated as a member of the research team. With the encouragement and support of 

Dr. Wayman, I also began collecting data for the present study, drawing upon some of the 

DID project resources mentioned below.  

The Role of the Researcher 

Below, I first clarify the relationship between the DID project and the present 

study. Next, I describe my positioning within the present study.  

Relationship with the DID project. This dissertation represents the capstone to 

my graduate and career experiences thus far, but it also fits within a larger study and 

context. The nature of this relationship has been mutually beneficial. The goals and aims 

of my dissertation touch upon a few of the interests of the DID project, especially those 

relating to computer data systems and the leadership and management of school districts. 

Accordingly, the data collected and theoretical contributions of this dissertation are my 

own, but also go on to inform the larger project. In return, this study has benefited greatly 

from the DID project‟s support. This was especially so during the process of data 

collection, when gaining access to study sites and handling transcriptions can be 

especially burdensome challenges.  

An added benefit was access to DID research team members. Merriam (2009) 

posits that such working relationships can help bolster the trustworthiness of qualitative 

research by affording one opportunities to test new ideas or verify impressions. Although 

the aims, analyses, and theoretical contributions of this dissertation are mine, I was 

deeply appreciative to have colleagues who were also dedicated to studying these 
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districts. They offered me not only an additional layer of triangulation, but also 

motivation and encouragement. 

Positioning. Acknowledging one‟s positioning in a study is one way to account 

for how one‟s unique perspective may shape the uncovering of findings and development 

of analyses. As Merriam (2009) states, the primary instrument for data collection and 

analysis in qualitative research is the researcher. Accordingly, it is worth clarifying the 

matters to which the primary instrument in the present study might be most sensitive. 

Sensitivity can be likened to insight—it is the quality by which a researcher is able to 

pick up on relevant issues and interpret the perspectives of others (Corbin & Strauss, 

2007).  

My sensitivities have been shaped by my practical experiences as an educator and 

student of policy. These include having served as a Teach for America Corps Member, 

7
th

 grade teacher, assistant principal, and legislative staffer. These experiences have 

especially shaped my sensitivity to ways in which teachers adapt to policies and the 

various pressures of school life. These sensitivities were further sharpened by my 

coursework outside of the field of education. Thinking about organizations from the 

perspectives of the information systems (IS) and management information systems (MIS) 

literatures helped to invigorate my interest in interpretive processes around computer data 

systems in education.  

But perhaps foremost in relevance to my ideas about data use, my sensitivities 

have been shaped foremost by my previous research experiences with Dr. Wayman. 

Together, we have worked with other districts, in the hopes of improving their data use. 

Examples of this work include Wayman et al. (2007), Wayman, Cho, & S. Shaw (2009), 

and Wayman et al. (2010). What these and other works have shared is an appreciation for 
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the potential of data and computer data systems to improve schooling, as well as for the 

need for more concerted, district-wide approaches to supporting data use.  

My interest in data use has stemmed from an interest in professional judgment. 

Although it is not uncommon to run into people who feel that all data and data systems 

are good (or some people who feel all standardized test data are bad), I have been more 

agnostic. I recognize that data initiatives done wrong can overburden and dishearten even 

the most dedicated educator. But I also don‟t think that these outcomes are inherent to the 

objects themselves. There do exist places where teachers feel more professional and more 

responsive to students‟ needs by way of data and computer data systems. In the end, my 

stance is that data can‟t and shouldn‟t “drive” every decision about schooling, but that it 

can inform, alert, and strengthen our vigilance for supporting students in certain aspects 

of schooling.  

METHODS 

In order to address my research questions, I applied qualitative case study 

methods. In what follows, I describe my study design, procedures for collecting data, and 

procedures for analyzing data.  

Multiple Case Study Design  

Case study researchers typically attempt to uncover the how and why of events, 

phenomena, or systems, which they call cases (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). 

Cases serve as the object of focus and units of analyses, helping to delimit the 

researcher‟s attention and activity. The cases attended to in this study are school districts.  

Case studies can have various characteristics. For example, some case study 

researchers distinguish between intrinsic and instrumental case studies (Merriam, 2009; 

Stake, 1995). Intrinsic case studies aim to explore each case as something unique or rich 
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in and of itself (e.g., the life history of a jazz artist or an analysis of the Cuban Missile 

Crisis). In contrast, instrumental case studies rely upon cases as a vehicle to generating 

deeper insights about larger points of interest. Further, some case studies may also choose 

to attend to multiple cases or to employ embedded case study designs (Yin, 2009). 

Multiple cases help illuminate phenomena by affording comparisons among them. 

Embedded designs consider groups or levels that may be nested within a larger case. 

The present study is an instrumental case study. Knowledge of the literature and 

experience in working with school districts had led to an express desire to learn more 

about matters relating to data use, computer data systems, and enactment in districts. The 

present study is also a multiple, embedded case study. In it, I compare three districts as a 

whole, as well as levels within them (i.e., central office, campus administrator, and 

teacher). Figure 1 illustrates this design.  

  

  
Figure 1. Multiple, embedded case study design. 

Procedures for Data Collection 

Data collection took place from March 2010 to January 2011. Over this period, 

data collection was interspersed with analyses and reflection (Bosk, 2003; Merriam, 

2009), helping to further data collection and to zero-in on themes as they emerged. Data 

were collected via interviews (e.g. focus groups and individual interviews) and 

observations. Below, I describe my use of these procedures for collecting these data. 
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Interviews. Individual interviews and focus groups were conducted in each 

district. The bulk of these were conducted in the mid- and late fall of 2010. The total 

number of participants in interviews and focus groups was 82.  

Sampling. Several criteria came into play in determining the most the most 

purposive sample (Merriam, 2009) for this study. Because I aimed to explore the nature 

of school districts‟ efforts, I wanted to capture a range of perspectives. This took me to 

attend to both the central office and campus levels. Accordingly, I spoke to central office 

members, campus administrators, and teachers.  

My selection of central office participants began with a start list that was 

informed by my previous year of with the study districts through the DID project. 

Merriam (2009) calls this a theoretical sample, because it “begins with an initial sample 

chosen for its obvious relevance to the research problem” (p.79). I had personally 

interacted with many of the people on this list. They were chosen because they‟d have 

insights into the districts‟ efforts relating to data use and computer data systems. In the 

course of their interviews, these participants sometimes mentioned other important or 

knowledgeable central office members. If they didn‟t, then I would close our interviews 

by asking if there was anyone else I ought to also speak to. From there, I‟d follow up with 

those additional participants. In total, I interviewed 17 central office participants.  

My selection of campus educators began by choosing an elementary, middle, and 

high school from each district at random. The exception to this was in the Lilac Springs 

district; it had only one high school, which was automatically selected. At each campus, I 

conducted focus groups with campus administrators and teachers—this made for 9 

campus administrator focus groups and 9 teacher focus groups in this study (18 focus 

groups total). 
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In selecting campus administrators for focus groups, I began first by requiring that 

building principals be members of these groups. Next, I requested their assistance in 

enlisting others at their campuses that they felt could contribute to include in these 

conversations, explaining to them that they‟d be about their schools‟ data use and use of 

computer data systems. Additional participants often consisted of assistant principals, 

interventionists, and instructional coaches. It total, 19 campus administrators participated 

in these focus groups.  

In selecting teachers for focus groups, I obtained a list of each school‟s teachers, 

then selected eight teachers randomly. These lists were then double-checked to ensure 

that a variety grade levels and/or content areas were represented. Next, I provided the 

principal with this list, asking that the principal enlist approximately five teachers to 

participate. This allowed for the principal to balance the school‟s schedule and other 

needs with my aim of hearing from a variety of perspectives. In total, 46 teachers 

participated in these focus groups.  

Semi-structured protocols. Semi-structured interview protocols were used in 

collecting data from individual and focus groups. These conversations lasted about 45 

minutes each. Such provide conversations a focused, but flexible agenda that can be 

adapted during conversations in order to better capture matters of interest or to explore 

novel insights (Merriam, 2009; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Weiss, 1994). Accordingly, I 

was able to both target matters of interest, as well as to explore novel or emerging 

insights. In accord with my research questions and theoretical framework, my lines of 

inquiry were aimed to collect perspectives about districts‟ efforts to improve data use, 

especially as they related to the role of computer data systems in those efforts. 

Appendices A-C provide my protocols for central office members, campus 

administrators, and teachers, respectively.  
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Transcription. Interviews were recorded via voice recorder. Especially early on, I 

transcribed a handful of these conversations for each district. This provided me fruitful 

insights into how to better structure my future questions and interviews. Although this 

practice was occasionally revised throughout my data collection process, many of the 

subsequent interviews were then transcribed by a professional transcriptionist.  

Observations. Observations allow the researcher to record phenomena from the 

field in context and first-hand (Merriam, 2009). My aim with observational data was to 

augment and help triangulate my understandings from the other data I was collecting via 

interviews (Yin, 2009). 

To accomplish this task, I followed the recommendations of Emerson et al. (1995) 

regarding the use of jottings and fieldnotes. Jottings, or abbreviated notes, were used to 

capture as much of events, as systematically, as possible. This included quoting 

participants, noting their actions and the times that they occurred, and sequences of 

behavior. In the cases of trainings and other presentations, I further attempted to note 

what was seen by the audience, in addition to the audience‟s reactions to the presenter. 

Subsequently, jottings would be processed and expanded into longer, tightly knit field 

notes. My aim was to pour experiences onto the page thickly. Inspired by a 

recommendation of Lareau (2000), I held myself to a rule of converting jottings into 

fieldnotes as immediately as possible, typically within a day.  

In light of my status as a member of the DID project research team, I was in a 

unique position to collect observational data. Some of my observations were of meetings 

between central office members and the DID project research team. These meetings were 

typically regarding the state of the districts‟ data use, computer data systems, and where 

they might head next. Other observations were of events such as trainings, computer data 

system demonstrations, or district leadership events (e.g., a principals‟ meeting or 
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leadership retreat). I conducted 15 observational sessions, many lasting at least hour, if 

not longer.  

Procedures for Data Analysis 

In what follows, I describe the practices and analytical techniques that I applied in 

order to answer my research questions. First, I discuss some techniques that helped 

organize my thinking early on in analysis. Second, I describe my approach to coding. 

Third, I describe my approach to within- and cross-case analysis. Lastly, I describe the 

limitations of this study and how I attempted to address them.   

Early analysis. Two sets of practices were especially beneficial to me during 

early analysis. The first was the use of a “start list” of constructs. The second was the 

maintenance of a research journal. 

“Start list” of constructs. Before beginning analysis, my experiences with 

districts and knowledge of the literature helped me to arrive at a “provisional start list” of 

constructs (Eisenhardt, 1989; Miles & Huberman, 1994) that might be relevant to my 

study. This was useful as I developed and refined my interview protocols, as well as 

during the early stages of analysis, when data collection was not yet completed. By 

beginning the analysis process early on, I was better able to be responsive to emerging 

insights and novel phenomena (Eisenhardt, 1989; Merriam, 2009; Miles & Huberman, 

1994). In practice, this allowed me to frequently revise and re-test ideas in this start list 

by returning to the data.  

Research journal. Keeping of a research journal (Merriam, 2009) also helped lay 

the groundwork for early analysis. My journal was begun in February 2010 and helps to 

provide an “audit trail” for decisions, musings, and novel questions. This was beneficial 

when attempting to capture or account for new codes or revisions to constructs.  
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As data collection progressed, I made a concerted effort to follow the advice of 

Lareau (2000) about being persistent in following field experiences with some effort to 

push analysis forward. Two practices in this were especially beneficial. One was creating 

a journal entry within 24 hours of each day of field experiences. The other was having 

my journal open and accessible whenever I was transcribing interviews. Transcription 

helped me to hear participants views in new ways, and to refine my approaches to 

interviewing. Typically, I would sketch out interesting things I had seen or heard, then 

muse about their implications (e.g., new codes, new questions, new connections to the 

literature).  

Coding. Codes can be thought of as labels that are assigned to chunks or snippets 

of data (Emerson, Fretz, & L. L. Shaw, 1995; Merriam, 2009; Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

These codes can then be further collapsed into larger groups or themes.  

My approach to developing codes began with labeling snippets of data lightly, 

and when appropriate, in light of my start list of constructs. From there, I would 

reexamine my labels for fit and power (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In practice, I found 

that some of the constructs on my start list were eliminated or just not very useful, while 

others were expanded to include new ideas. Nearly all were renamed, especially during 

my first few attempts at coding. Throughout this process, I found that using Atlast.ti, a 

qualitative data program, allowed me to easily tease out, undo, or combine ideas. In this 

way, my list of constructs became stabilized for application to the rest of my data. 

Analyzing cases. My analysis of cases began by attending to each district as a 

case in itself, but with three levels embedded within that case (i.e. central office, campus 

administrators, and teachers). This resulted in within-case descriptions. Subsequently, I 

was able to conduct analyses across cases. Throughout these analyses, I drew upon the 

themes that had emerged during coding and describe each phase below.  
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Developing within-case descriptions. I began the development of case 

descriptions (Yin, 2009) for each district upon the completion of coding. To do this, I 

first needed to capture the perspectives of each district level on paper. Weiss (1994) 

characterizes this phase in terms of attempting to bring all data sources together into a 

coherent scene. Typically, this involved thinking more broadly by clustering related 

codes and themes into a larger narrative or memo (Emerson et al., 1995), then also 

interpreting them by attending to nuances in issues and why they might exist.  

Stake (1995) describes the analysis of data in terms of searching for meaning and 

patterns, such that the researcher arrives at conclusions that might give others a vicarious 

experience of phenomena. My aim was to do this in a representative and fair way for 

each cluster of related ideas and each district level (i.e., central office, campus 

administrators, and teachers).  

Because I was attempting to compare issues across levels within each district, I 

found the use of within-case matrices (Miles & Huberman, 1994) to be especially 

beneficial. These allowed me to better arrive at the essence how each particular district 

level experienced an issue or phenomena. From there, I was able to attempt to match 

patterns (Yin, 2009) across levels for each cluster of issues or phenomena. Knowing 

which patterns held or failed to hold within each district among its people, I was better 

prepared to develop explanations for how and why. Subsequently, I would revisit the data 

with these propositions and retest them against what participants had said or done. From 

there, I was able to weave together a case description of each district. 

Cross-case analysis. Cross-case analysis was conducted in using tools similar to 

those mentioned above. Cross-case matrices (Eisenhardt, 1989; Miles & Huberman, 

1994) helped me to compare and contrast phenomena across each district. Following a 

“replication logic” (Yin, 2009), I sought out patterns that might hold across the districts 
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or across levels (i.e., central office, campus administrators, and teachers), regardless of 

district. My attention was directed at both within group similarities and intergroup 

differences, which I examined on a dimension by dimension basis (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

Accordingly, my conclusions were drawn from what was replicated or failed to be 

replicated among districts. Further, the constructs at which I arrived were refined by 

attempting to unravel the meaning behind conflicting findings and then testing these new 

or alternative views against the data.  

LIMITATIONS AND DELIMITATIONS 

In this section I first describe the limitations of my study and how I sought to 

address them. Second, I describe the delimitations of this study.  

Limitations 

Merriam (2009) posits that the trustworthiness of case studies can be evaluated 

according to three dimensions: internal validity, reliability, and external validity.  

Internal validity. Internal validity involves the credibility of research findings 

(Merriam, 2009, Yin, 2009). It attends to the adequacy with which the researcher has 

captured and explained participants‟ constructions of reality. Some strategies for 

addressing threats to internal validity include the triangulation of data, adequate data 

collection, and peer debriefing (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper,, & Allen, 1993; Merriam, 

2009).  

My approach to triangulation was to draw upon two methods of data collection 

(i.e. interviews and observation), as well as multiple sources of data (i.e. various people 

at central office and the schools, as well as varied schools) over an extended period of 

time. Because my collection of observational data was limited to certain events and types 

of events, I limited their application to helping me triangulate interview data. Further, 



 

 39 

because interviews and focus groups can have a life of their own, I was careful about 

noticing if a perspective was held by one vocal participant, or if it was shared by several 

participants from several walks of life.  

Additionally, I attempted to ensure adequate data collection by including as many 

central office members and campus level educators as possible. At the close of data 

collection for each district was a sense of saturation regarding what participants of 

different groups had experienced. Further, by collecting data from participants at the 

elementary, middle, and high school levels, I hoped to get a more triangulated sense for 

what was common throughout schools on the whole.  

What‟s more, my colleagues on the DID project research team served as a 

valuable resource for peer debriefing. Although sole responsibility for the present study 

rested on my shoulders, my colleagues were familiar with the issues at hand, but also 

distant enough from them to provide insightful feedback.  

  Reliability. Reliability involves ensuring the consistency of results (Merriam, 

2009; Yin, 2009). One way to do this involves ensuring a clear trail for how results were 

developed (Erlandson et al., 1993; Yin, 2009). I attempted to do this by maintaining a 

research journal, as well as protocols for data collection and analysis. My main aim was 

not to ensure that someone could take my study and repeat verbatim elsewhere. Instead, I 

attempted to hold myself to the idea of an external auditor, and whether that person might 

find my conclusions plausible, given what I had seen, noticed, and recorded.  

 Another way to address reliability in includes acknowledging one‟s positioning 

in the study (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995). Earlier in this chapter (see Role of the 

Researcher), I described my role as the researcher in this study and how I bring unique 

sensitivities to conduct. Although it is unavoidable that I might notice some things but 

not others, I have attempted to be clear about my own influences in this study.  
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External validity. External validity involves the extent to which the findings 

from a study might be generalized or transferred (Erlandson et al., 1993; Merriam, 2009; 

Yin, 2009). Some ways to address concerns about external validity include purposive 

sampling, seeking out a replication logic, and thorough descriptions of phenomena. My 

approaches to sampling were described early in this chapter (see Procedures for Data 

Collection). These included some elements that were randomized in order to promote a 

variety of perspectives, as well as targeted in order to ensure that samples included 

knowledgeable participants.  

In conducting my cross-case analyses, I applied a “replication logic” (Yin, 2009). 

Replication logic is analogous to employing multiple experiments, with replication across 

contexts being support of analytic generalizations. In short, replication makes a theory or 

conclusions more plausible, while conflicting data adds nuance to how a researcher 

evaluates results or considers alternative explanations. In considering my findings, I was 

careful to test insights across the districts, seeking out what issues might underlie 

differences among them.  

Finally, I attempted to be faithful in my representations of phenomena by 

thoroughly describing them in my findings. This included noting what was typical or a 

typical, and where applicable, why I thought this to be the case (Merriam, 2009). My aim 

was to provide context to the results I was described, such that my conclusions might be 

judged based upon their own merits (Erlandson et al., 1993).  

Delimitations 

In the preceding passages, I have attempted to describe my strategies for ensuring 

that this study does what it aims to do. It is also worthwhile, however, to delimit this 

study and describe what it does not aim to do.  
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First, the present study is not an intrinsic case study (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 

1995). From the outset, I aimed to explore issues relating to districts and their efforts for 

data use and computer data systems. I was less interested in the cases in and of 

themselves, and more interested in how their juxtaposition might help speak to theory.  

Second, it was necessary to focus my data collection and analysis in accord with 

the intents of my study. Thus, although the present study takes place during the second 

year of the DID project, I did not directly consider data from the first. First year data 

were collected with different aims, premises, and protocols in mind. This made it seem 

less plausible that they would reliably speak to my purpose and research questions, even 

if they were used only to triangulate my conclusions. What‟s more, it seemed more 

logical to pursue such endeavors at the conclusion of DID project, when three years of 

data collection could be viewed in their entirety. My approaches to triangulation and 

ensuring the overall trustworthiness of the present study are described above.  

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have described my methods for collecting and analyzing data. 

My collection and analysis of data were shaped by the context for the study, which 

included both the Data-Informed District project, as well as my own positionality. This 

study was designed to compare phenomena across three districts, including three levels 

embedded within each district. Semi-structured interviews and focus groups, along with 

observational data were collected for this study. Data were analyzed by creating case 

descriptions for each district, then comparing issues across cases. In this, the use of 

matrices was especially beneficial to organizing and illuminating insights.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

The purpose of this study is to explore the nature of school districts‟ efforts to 

improve data use practices via computer data systems. Accordingly, it was guided by two 

research questions. The first related to how school districts intend for computer data 

systems to influence teachers‟ uses of data. The second related to how teachers enact (or 

resist) these changes to practice.  

In the preceding chapters, I described some of the current issues facing school 

districts as they attempt to enhance and expand teachers‟ use of data to inform 

educational decisions. In Chapter 1, I suggested that although computer data systems are 

often assumed to enhance teachers‟ practices in significant ways, such success is not 

guaranteed. In Chapter 2, I presented my conceptual framework, hypothesizing that open 

systems perspectives could help shed new light on current understandings about the 

nature of districts‟ efforts to improve teachers‟ data use. Such perspectives illuminate 

how agents‟ sensemaking and interpretive processes can shape organizational behavior. 

As it relates to the current study, this would mean recognizing that data and computer 

data systems can be interpretively flexible—they can mean different things to different 

people. The significance of this assertion is that such differences in understanding (and 

their fit amongst each other) can have repercussions for educators‟ decisions about the 

use of computer data systems, as well as for the leadership and management of school 

districts.  

In Chapter 3, I described my methods for collecting and analyzing data that would 

address my research questions. An embedded, comparative case study design was 

selected because it would allow me to explore how different roles within districts thought 

about data, data systems, and teacher practice. By attending to these matters across three 
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school districts, I am able to examine what dynamics are replicated among them, thus 

generating theoretical insights about districts‟ efforts to improve teachers‟ data use. In 

order to accomplish this goal, it was important to be mindful of how data, computer data 

systems, and districts‟ efforts around them could mean different things to different roles 

within each district.   

In this chapter, I present the results of my analyses. This chapter is divided into 

four main sections. The first three are portraits of each district: Nils Creek, McElroy 

Falls, and Lilac Springs. Each of these sections takes a descriptive look into how different 

district levels (i.e. central office, campus administrators, and teachers) conceptualized 

data, computer data systems, and efforts to influence teacher practice. Each also includes 

a description of additional dynamics that also influenced the role of computer data 

systems in teachers‟ uses of data. Each then concludes by comparing findings within each 

district, across its levels. The fourth and final main section of this chapter attempts to 

provide answers to my research questions by comparing results from across the districts 

and levels. 

A PORTRAIT OF NILS CREEK 

Interviews, focus groups, and observations helped reveal the fit among views held 

by central office members, campus administrators, and teachers. Overall, people in the 

Nils Creek district were working from the same starting point: improvement according to 

state accountability tests and rankings. To this end, people throughout the district were 

enthusiastic about their self-designed “Front End” system as a way to open up access to 

data to teachers throughout the district. Table 1 provides an overview of the various 

perspectives held by each role as they related to data and computer data systems. These 

perspectives are reported to greater detail below.
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Table 1 

Overview of Nils Creek Perspectives about Data and Computer Data Systems by Role 

 Data Computer Data Systems 

Role 
Attitudes and 

Orientations 
District Efforts 

Attitudes and 

Orientations 
District Efforts 

Central Office 

TAKS data prioritized 

as measures of success. 

Efforts to improve 

TAKS results began by 

visiting more successful 

districts, resulting in 

new central office 

position and the Front 

End system. 

Enthusiastic about Front 

End as lever to 

supporting teacher data 

use and focus on 

accountability measures.  

Phased, collaborative 

approach to computer 

data systems, beginning 

with, but not limited to 

the Front End system.  

Campus 

Administrators 

Teacher-made 

assessments seen as 

most informative to 

classroom practice, but 

accountability measures 

set the overall tone for 

the school.  

Few references to 

formalized approaches 

to supporting data use. 

When they did, the 

focus was on school-

based efforts. 

Enthusiastic about Front 

End as a way for 

teachers to access basic 

information about 

students‟ needs, 

especially according to 

TAKS tests. 

Few references to 

formal support for 

computer data systems, 

besides providing Front 

End.  

Teachers 

TAKS data provide a 

general awareness about 

students, mostly for  

grouping them. Mostly 

negative about 

benchmark tests.  

Few references to 

formalized approaches 

to supporting data use, 

whether by central 

office or campus 

administrators.  

Positive about Front 

End, with a focus on its 

TAKS data, but rarely 

seen as important to 

daily practice.  

In focus groups, no 

references to formal 

support for computer 

data systems. Those 

participating in live 

trainings most positive 

about Front End.  
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Nils Creek Central Office 

Nils Creek central office members were committed to improving student 

outcomes on state accountability tests and state rankings. In this section, I first describe 

their views about accountability measures. Second, I describe how central office 

members came to recognize data use as a way to improve outcomes according to those 

measures, and where this realization took their efforts. Third, I describe their perspectives 

about Front End system that they created in order to expand teachers‟ access to data. 

Fourth, I describe their approach to planning, designing, and rolling out Front End.  

Central office perspectives about data. Nils Creek central office members‟ 

perspectives about data were strongly rooted in state-level accountability test data (i.e. the 

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills, or TAKS) and state rankings. For central 

office members, these constituted the “measures of the day” and the “targets” to which 

their district should aim. In fact, one central office member suggested that a school 

cannot “truly perceive itself as empowered,” unless it “embraced” accountability 

measures. Another put it thusly, “There comes a point when standards need to be there 

for people to work. It‟s not negative. It‟s finding out how people can be helped. If you 

don‟t quantify and measure, you don‟t know where you‟re at.” 

In working with the DID project research team, high-ranking central office 

members were emphatic that the focus on achievement as measured by the TAKS was 

too important to give up. They saw TAKS as part of how communities are able to judge 

schools and good teaching. One suggested that it was naïve to believe otherwise. She 

elaborated, “Call it what it is: TAKS has been how the state measures mastery and 

proficiency of its curriculum… That‟s really not negotiable for our district. We‟ve said 

that from the superintendent on down.” Another added that TAKS achievement is 
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something that all principals in the district should be concerned about, because their job 

to “ensure that all groups are learning at high levels.” 

In conceptualizing student achievement and focusing TAKs achievement, central 

office members sometimes mentioned the importance of data of disaggregating TAKS 

data by demographic groups5. One described this disaggregation as helping the district to 

see if student groups are “experiencing success or not experiencing success in our 

system.” He emphasized that it was through the lens of the accountability system that 

educators ought to be aware of students and their performance. From this, schools could 

be responsive about what services or instructional interventions were provided to 

students.  

In line with this focus on TAKS achievement, some central office members also 

described the district giving special attention to schools that were “underperforming.” In 

fact, the district had a school improvement office, whose direct responsibility was to 

provide support and guidance to a select handful schools. Based upon their achievement 

data, they were those of “the greatest need.” This support and guidance was geared 

toward ensuring that a school‟s data improved according to TAKS or district benchmark 

tests (which were often tied to the TAKS test). One central office member explained that 

“until a campus understands that [achievement on state accountability standards is] 

what‟s expected… if they don‟t achieve it, then there are going to be all kinds of people 

in there trying to help them, and to fix them, and to make them do things. 

Finally, an opening address from the district‟s superintendent is telling the central 

office perspective about data. Given at the district‟s leadership and planning retreat, 

attendees were mostly school leadership teams. After reminding them about the district 

                                                 
5 These groups were determined by state accountability policies. Examples of categories include ethnicity, 

economically disadvantaged status, or gender. 
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vision statement, the superintendent connected the district‟s annual goals to a recent “data 

review.” The major topics included: schools‟ overall TAKS performance; data on 

“closing the achievement gap;” percentages of students achieving “commended” (the 

highest level) on the TAKS test; enrollment in upper level coursework (e.g., AP courses, 

IB programs, algebra); and graduation rates for certain demographic subgroups. 

Subsequently, the superintendent announced schools who served as “evidence of the 

district‟s success.” At each school name, he asked for the school‟s leadership team to 

stand and for applause from audience. The categories for “success” included: schools that 

had done well on the TAKS test overall; schools that had shown gains in TAKS passing 

rates; and schools that jumped up in overall state ranking categories. 

Central office approach to data use. Nils Creek central office members were 

asked about their districts‟ efforts to improve data use in the district. Their responses 

about these efforts rarely connected back to specific data practices at the school or 

classroom level. More typically, the efforts described by central office members 

connected back to their goals of improving outcomes on state tests (and thus, improving 

the district‟s state accountability ranking), not to using data to inform decisions.  

In the subsequent passages, I describe the other three types of efforts: looking 

outside of the district, hiring a champion for data use, and changing schools‟ belief 

systems. An additional area of effort, computer data systems, is a particular focus of the 

present study. They are described in their own sections following this one (see Central 

office perspectives about data systems and Central office approach to data systems).   

Looking outside of the district. Many central office members traced the history of 

the district‟s present data use efforts back to events taking place a few years before the 

present study. At that time, the Nils Creek district was looking externally to how it might 

improve its performance on the TAKS test. It did so by sending a team of central office 
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members out to visit other districts in the state with similar demographics but higher state 

rankings.  

One of the emerging themes from these visits was the importance of data use. For 

example, one model district aggregated volumes of data into three-ring binders for each 

campus at the beginning of each year. In the words of one participant, “You know, I think 

that was one of the first events where all of a sudden we had a driving force… to say ok, 

well, this data is important.” Delivering data binders and holding “data digs” is a practice 

that was soon introduced to the Nils Creek district and continued from there onward.  

Another lesson from these visits involved formally reorganizing central office. 

Nils Creek central office members heard about how fragmentation among central office 

members could hinder school improvement. One example included a district that worked 

to reduce the division between those that supervised schools and those that supervised 

curricular matters by changing oversight of these divisions. This change came along with 

the explicit message that boundaries between departments were holding back district 

improvement. In the words of one participant, throughout these visits, “We heard other 

people saying, „Okay, you can‟t have a riff between what the campuses are actually 

asking for and what curriculum is saying they need.‟ They have to be in agreement with 

one another.” 

Central office members considered their emphasis on formalizing approaches to 

data and to central office organization as being beneficial. One central office member 

summed, “Bureaucracy done properly can help you think, offer control points, and do 

post mortems.” He saw the district‟s current efforts as increasingly changing how people 

in the district communicated and coordinated their efforts, especially as it related to 

efficiently managing and delivering data to schools. In fact, the next district effort 
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described by central office members continued to formalize how data reached campuses, 

as well as to reduce fragmentation among central office departments.  

The associate director for data use. Out of these visits to other districts emerged 

the sense that formal divisions among departments were hindering the use of data. In fact, 

one model district was remembered for having created a central office position that 

“straddled the assessment accountability and information processing aspects of district 

work.” Inspired, the Nils Creek district established the position of associate director for 

data use.  

As spelled out in the job posting, this person needed to have a strong background 

in data use and instructional matters, as well as familiarity with computer data systems. 

Central office members envisioned that this person would help to span the boundaries 

among these skill sets and departments. One central office member elaborated that “most 

of the data processing and assessment or accountability folks in this district are not 

educators. There‟s a kind of schism between what principals might think they want but 

not be able to do, and what a person over in [another department] might interpret that 

report or electronic platform to look like. So we tried to get a job that would be able to 

interface between those two different, unrelated divisions. That was really the goal.” This 

sort of thinking was echoed by other central office members.  

Central office members considered the associate director for data use to be a 

valuable addition to their ranks. She was described as “pleasant” and “accepted right 

away” by educators. Although her job was under the umbrella of the school improvement 

office, which typically only focuses on a handful of schools, she played an important role 

in the implementation of the district‟s computer data systems (see Central office 

approach to computer data systems below). She was one of the few central office 

members to connect data use to classroom and school practices. Overall, central office 
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members valued her ability to bridge the divisions among assessment-minded, 

instructionally-minded, and data-minded people.  

Changing schools’ belief systems. Nils Creek central office members also 

described aiming efforts at changing the belief systems held by campus level educators. 

Several employed the phrase “all students,” which is part of the district‟s official mission 

statement. For example, one central office member lamented, “There are just a lot of 

folks that continue to struggle with the idea that all students can learn at high levels.” As 

described above, for central office members, evidence that students were learning at high 

levels was typically measured in terms of performance on the TAKS test or state 

rankings. 

 Accordingly, central office members frequently associated changes in belief 

systems to changes in attitudes about the TAKS test. One central office member 

described how failing to “move” one‟s scores might result in “needing a culture change,” 

and that one school currently overseen by the school improvement office “got a culture 

change last year and is now doing surprisingly well on the benchmarks.” Central office 

members saw two sources of change in beliefs at the campus level: principals and human 

resource decisions.  

Because central office members also saw principals as the business end for what 

happened on campuses, much of their efforts revolved around changing how principals 

went about their jobs. One central office member described how helping principals 

improve their schools involved checking on principals, step-by-step. She elaborated that 

some principals might fail to value TAKS achievement, and one had to “force on them 

every little thing” (e.g., classroom visits, monitoring teachers, ensuring that teachers 

knew the school‟s passing rate for certain demographics). Another central office member 

emphasized that it was these changes in process that would later lead to changes in belief 
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systems, “You can‟t cause an attitude to come into being, but you can address behaviors.” 

From there, successful behaviors were hoped to reinforce themselves.  

Central office members‟ descriptions of human resources decisions typically 

related to hiring and firing. One emphasized that principals either need to change 

teachers‟ attitudes to “get people out” who won‟t change. She further described how the 

entrance of a strong principal can cause “problematic people” to leave, especially over 

time. She elaborated, “It probably takes three years to really change that culture and to 

get people who believe that all kids can learn in the school.” Some central office 

members also described how it was erroneous to assume that teachers will use data of 

their own accord, and that getting them to use and value data might require assigning 

additional staff to campuses, such as central office contacts, deans, or coaches. These 

staff could help give data use a practical edge, as well as ensure that data was used 

throughout the school.  

Central office perspectives about data systems. Central office members also 

considered their development of the Front End system to be an important part of their 

efforts to expand and enhance teachers‟ data practices. In the words of one central office 

member, the value of the system was that it “gives folks an opportunity to really be aware 

of who their students are, relative to the ways that the accountability system looks at 

students and student performance.” According to a few, Front End was also way to 

support collaboration among teachers, as well as for the district to keep up with other 

successful districts.  

Central office members saw the goal of Front End to be opening up direct access 

to data for teachers. Before the advent of Front End, site licensing issues had long 

prevented teachers from having direct access to student data. Instead, reports (typically in 

the form of large Excel spreadsheets) had to be created by others and delivered to them 
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(typically via email). With Front End serving as an interface for reports form district‟s 

data warehouse, central office members hoped that teachers would now have a user-

friendly way to get data. Data points that central office members commonly considered 

valuable included attendance, tardies, discipline, TAKS scores, and district benchmark 

scores. Through Front End, teachers were able to view these data points for their classes 

as well as for individual students. In turn, these data might be exported as PDFs or Excel 

spreadsheets (this sometimes depended upon the nature and source of the data). 

As part of a larger plan (see Central office approach to computer data systems) 

work on Front End and its technologies continued to expand. For example, late in the fall 

Front End was extended to also offer access to administrators. Administrator access was 

considered a “beefier” version of what teachers were given. This included more options 

and querying functions, including the ability to disaggregate data by demographic 

subgroups or TAKS objectives. Further, administrators had the ability to conduct a 

teacher trend report reviewing a teacher‟s 5-year performance according to his or her 

students‟ TAKS scores—the stated idea being that an administrator might then be better 

able to allocate resources, training, or other support. Also during the fall, the Nils Creek 

district implemented printer-scanners, which were intended to quicken turnaround on 

district benchmark tests. Whereas results might have previously taken at least a week to 

score and return to teachers, the printer-scanners could email students‟ scores to teachers 

immediately upon scanning—and within two days, Front End would show these scores, 

along with additional analyses.  

Central office members were enthusiastic about Front End. They felt that it 

accomplished its aims of easily providing teachers access to data in a timely fashion. In 

light of regular reports regarding usage rates that were conducted by the associate 
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director for data use, consensus at central office was that teachers were positive about 

Front End, and that its use was widespread.  

Central office approach to computer data systems. Nils Creek central office 

members were unanimously positive about the success of the Nils Creek Front End. In 

what follows, I summarize what central office members saw as the trajectory of their 

efforts. This includes laying the groundwork, Front End roll out, and reactions to Front 

End.   

Laying the groundwork. Central office members strongly agreed that the 

associate director for data use had served as a catalyst in the planning and promotion of 

Front End. Before the arrival of the associate director for data use, some of the pieces for 

Front End had already been laid or were in the works, if also kept within the boundaries 

of the technology department. Central office members, especially those in the technology 

department, reported a growing concern that teachers‟ lack of direct access to data had 

been an impediment to teachers‟ data use. Unclear, however, was how to go about 

expanding access to teachers. One plan that had failed was to purchase entirely new 

systems that would offer more functionalities while also expanding access.  

In consultation with the associate director for data use, efforts to enhance the role 

of computer data systems in teachers‟ practices became clearer and more refined. Central 

office members described how the associate director for data use served as a boundary 

spanner and “go between” among central office departments. Although she was housed in 

the school improvement office, she helped “lend a face” to the technology department‟s 

efforts. Part of this also involved garnering support from the upper levels of central 

office. Several central office members agreed that this level of support for computer data 

systems was more palpable than during previous initiatives. This was accomplished, in 
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part, but drawing up a plan that was reviewed and approved up through the chain of 

command, eventually arriving at the cabinet level.  

Together, the associate director for data use and the technology department 

director arrived at a plan with three phases. Phase 1 of the plan was Front End. In light of 

costs and the previously failed attempt to purchase entirely new systems, they further 

decided to expand teacher access via additional site licenses and a user-friendly Front 

End, to be developed in-house. In the words of central office member, “We don‟t want 

you to focus on „where do I get the data,‟ nor on „how do I get the data.‟ We want them 

focusing on how do I use the data. But the first step is getting it.” Some aspects of Front 

End were already in skeleton form, but the associate director for data use worked with the 

technology department to improve its design. This included conducting user groups 

among educators, in order to ensure that Front End provided what they “defined as most 

critical.” Technology department members described how although they had attempted to 

collect feedback similarly in the past, the associate director for data use‟s unique 

experiences in curriculum and instruction helped her to better convey and translate what 

people were really asking for.  

Phase 2 of the plan involved adding richness to the data provided to educators. 

This centered upon ensuring that data from the district benchmark assessments and 

teacher-made common assessments were available via Front End. The objective in this 

phase was to implement printer-scanners for quickening the turnaround time for these 

data.  Phase 3 of the plan involved purchasing a content management system. These 

systems are intended to help educators better connect their teaching to curricular 

expectations and assessment.  

Front End roll out. In accord with the plan, Front End was introduced to teachers 

beginning in the spring of 2010. Administrator access, along with the printer-scanners, 
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was rolled out in the fall of 2010. Roll out took place in a tiered process that included 

piloting technologies and training for particular campuses. One-time trainings were 

conducted by both the associate director for data use and representatives from the 

technology department to educators who could serve as go-to people. The rest of the 

teachers were expected to rely on an “online training module” (i.e. Powerpoint 

presentation) for learning how to use Front End. In Front End version provided to pilot 

campuses, users were provided links to immediately email feedback to the associate 

director for data use and the technology department. Similarly, one-time trainings were 

then provided to other go-to people at other campuses, with the expectation that teachers 

would rely on the online training module for learning Front End.  

Trainings for introducing users to Front End seemed to follow a similar pattern. 

At the trainings, the associate director for data use typically provided an overview for 

Front End and its importance. For example, one of her slides would be of a brochure of 

the district‟s strategic plan. These images would highlight goals where data might be 

relevant, such as “closing achievement gaps.” Further, she would mention that in asking 

principals for feedback regarding their campus data needs, the “number one” issue 

reported was assessment reporting. Front End was intended to fulfill that need by 

providing teachers with access to data; it was developed via continual feedback with a 

teacher user group.  

Although the next step involved having a representative from the technology 

department walk users through various aspects of Front End, the associate director for 

data use remained engaged. Beyond pointing out features that she thought teachers would 

find especially useful, she often stood and clapped her hands during their demonstration. 

She invited them to applaud or also give their “thumbs up.” At one training, she asked to 

see the feature that “really gets those oohs and ahhs” and the “Price is Right effect.” At 
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different points in the trainings, the associate director for data use would also praise the 

technology department for its efforts in developing Front End. Near the end of trainings, 

she would often show a slide of quotes and enthusiastic praise about Front End from 

other users, standing quietly while the audience read and chuckled. Also in her closing, 

she would further remind the audience that feedback was continually accepted, with 

suggested presented to the user group for approval.  

Reactions to Front End. Central office members felt that Front End was well-

received among campus level educators. Several referred to the usage reports put together 

by the associate director for data use that showed Front End as being used widely on 

many campuses. One central office member characterized Front End as having been 

“generated from the teachers‟ desires,” while another said that with Front End “we hit it 

on the money.”  

A few central office members provided three hypotheses regarding why reactions 

to Front End itself have been so positive. One involved the role played by the associate 

director for data use in shaping first impressions and in serving as a boundary spanner. In 

the words of one central office member:  

It‟s just coordinating, packaging, and putting out a unified message. The 

[technology department] is not the one to be doing that. We‟re the data jocks. We 

should be listening to our users‟ needs, but the coordination and roll out of the 

[Front End] has been served by our school improvement office. 

Technology department members recalled that previous attempts to give their data 

warehouse a better interface had fallen flat. One previous attempt even had similar 

reports and layouts as those offered by Front End. A few central office members 

hypothesized that Front End had better support from higher ranking central office 

members. One suggested that there was a direct message to schools about “you will use 

this,” while another suggested that usage reports and other monitoring were influential.  
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The third explanation, which is revealing about life before Front End, is that 

educators were simply glad to have access to data, in a more user-friendly way. One 

central office member suggested that although Front End technically offers educators less 

reports than they might have previously had available to them, Front End was more 

colorful and was web-based. She even mentioned that some “old timers” acted surprised 

when they saw these reports. They seemed to be seeing them with fresh eyes, even 

though they‟d been available previously.   

Nils Creek Campus Administrators 

Nils Creek campus administrators were more focused on outcomes in 

accountability data than in bringing data into the daily practices of teachers. Below, I first 

describe campus administrator‟s perspectives about data, as well as the efforts they felt 

influenced data use at their schools. Second, I describe their perspectives about computer 

data systems. These focus mainly on their enthusiasm for Front End. 

Campus administrators’ perspectives about data. Nils Creek campus 

administrators tended to portray data as helping to steer the overall course of their 

schools. For example, one principal asserted that data is a “road map” that informs 

curriculum, teaching, and assessments. She added, “I think it drives almost everything 

you do on a campus.”  

The undercurrent of TAKS. Uses of data at the campus-wide and administrator 

levels tended to carry school accountability ratings and TAKS achievement as an 

undercurrent. Campus administrators commonly described school practices, such as 

intervention meetings or course scheduling decisions, as being their schools‟ primary 

aims for data. Although a variety of data (i.e. grades, teacher records, and TAKS scores) 

were mentioned as important to these occasions, the analyses described by administrators 
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still carried the flavor of accountability measures. For example, administrators described 

gearing their efforts toward certain demographic subgroups or challenging learning 

objectives. In the words of one principal, “The accountability system lends itself to 

having a special, really laser-like focus on students.”  He felt that by enacting this focus 

at the campus level, less students would “fall through the cracks.” 

District benchmark tests. Campus administrators held conflicting views about the 

district benchmark tests. One administrator suggested that teachers criticize the tests for 

not teaching what was to have been taught, while another suggested that the benchmarks 

were more for the district to see how campuses are doing—and not for teachers‟ practical 

benefit. In contrast, administrators at another school asserted that there were instructional 

uses for the benchmarks. They stated that the benchmarks provided direct information 

about high-stakes TAKS objectives. Accordingly, they considered them to be as valuable 

as common assessments for affording reflection about instruction. 

Additionally, some administrators alluded that a popular use of benchmarks was 

for principals to compare themselves to each other and to project their schools‟ success 

on the TAKS test. While one was stoic about this practice, another seemed to look 

forward to it. He felt that it was a way to discover successful instructional programs or 

approaches to scheduling, as well as to open up discussions with teachers about school 

improvement.  

Teacher-made data. When it came to describing the role of data for classroom 

practices, campus administrators felt that teacher-made data were most informative. 

These included work samples or teacher-made common assessments. Although these data 

were considered useful to teachers, campus administrators disagreed about how regularly 

teachers were actually able to adjust instruction or to reteach students based upon what 

their data revealed.  
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Efforts for data use. Overall, campus administrators rarely described formalized 

school or district approaches to supporting teachers‟ data use. When they did, they 

focused more on school-based efforts—things that they had led or supported on their 

campuses. For example, one principal detailed how she and her leadership team worked 

to systematize programmatic interventions for students. This included determining how 

best to use data in identifying students, tracking attempts at supporting them, and 

referring them to student support team meetings. At another school, the principal 

described the importance of ensuring that teachers had time to analyze and discuss the 

results of teacher-made common assessments. Setting these isolated examples aside, 

enhancing teachers‟ uses of data did not seem to be among principals‟ most pressing 

concerns. 

Although campus administrators commonly they felt supported by their central 

office, they provided only two few examples of that support as it related to data use. One 

principal mentioned how district-level instructional coaches could be called in to support 

teachers in analyzing data and planning instruction. Another principal was enthusiastic 

about the training and support for data use offered by the district‟s associate director for 

data use. She was characterized as “somebody that can talk the talk on a teacher level and 

an administrative level—what does it mean, how to look at it.” 

Campus administrators’ perspectives about data systems. Overall, campus 

administrators spoke positively, if rarely, about central office‟s efforts to support the use 

of computer data systems on their campuses. The general sense was that central office 

was working to remove barriers to educators‟ access to data by providing the Front End 

system. In this, they sometimes provided Front End and the associate director for data use 

as examples for how the district was going about creating these changes. Although 
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campus administrators were positive about Front End, their enthusiasm did not extend to 

the printer-scanners. These views are described below. 

Administrators’ views of Front End. Overall, campus administrators found Front 

End to be easy to use, especially in comparison to the system they had been using 

previously. One principal praised Front End for being “a nice, concise way to see a 

snapshot about the student.” Another administrator was pleased that finding out a 

student‟s history and scores was no longer a “guessing game,” while another simply 

exclaimed “I love it!” 

In terms of their own use of Front End, campus administrators suggested that it 

was useful on an “as needed” basis. They did not consider it a tool for daily work, but 

rather for special circumstances, such as attempting to learn more about a particular 

student or developing tutorial lists. In developing lists of students, one administrator was 

glad that Front End had reduced “look and type, look and type” to a simple “cut and 

paste.” One focus group described how while access to data via Front End was 

convenient, they still relied on exporting data to Excel for more refined analyses.  

Campus administrators envisioned Front End as supporting teachers‟ practices by 

providing them with greater awareness about students‟ needs. For example, one called it 

“tremendous” to be able to get a timely report about a student‟s strengths and weaknesses 

on the TAKS test from the moment students walk in the door. Another hoped that it 

would help teachers see students in terms of their needs, and not merely their 

instructional labels (e.g., Special Education or English Language Learner). Even so, it 

was exceedingly rare for an administrator to provide any specific examples about their 

expectations for teachers in using Front End. There was, however, one exception: one 

principal described how he had asked his teachers to sort all their students into three 

groups, according to their overall TAKS score rating. He felt that this allowed his 
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teachers to better know which students had scored “commended,” which were nearly 

scoring “commended,” and which had a history of doing poorly on the test and might 

need additional attention.  

Administrators’ views of the printer-scanners. Campus administrators were less 

enthusiastic about the printer-scanners. On one hand, there were some technical glitches 

(e.g., problems with score sheets and dirty scanner glass). On the other hand, the printer-

scanners were also overshadowed by their connections to the district benchmarks. 

Besides grumblings about the benchmarks not really testing what‟s taught and costing 

teachers an instructional day, there were also critiques about the scoring of the tests. One 

administrator described a problem with cut scores—although students had scored exactly 

where they ought to have, given that it was September, they were labeled as having failed 

the benchmarks. In addition, one administrator group described how the item analyses 

were not as robust as they had seen in other systems. They felt that this diminished the 

value of the feedback, which they saw as essential to ensuring that data were influential 

in the next lesson or next week of lessons.  

Nils Creek Teachers 

In line with other district levels, Nils Creek teachers oriented first to TAKS data 

as a source of information about students, but rarely for purposes that went beyond 

grouping or sorting them. Below, I first describe teachers‟ perspectives about data. 

Second, I describe teachers‟ perspectives about the district approach to data use. Third, I 

describe how teachers were positive about Front End, but rarely for purposes that went 

beyond what they were already doing with accountability data.  

Teachers’ perspectives about data. Most commonly, teachers described data as 

a way to get a general sense for how students were performing. For example, although a 
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few teachers mentioned “looking at” TAKS results, none mentioned analyzing them in 

order to improve lessons or attend to particular learning objectives. Instead, teachers who 

examined TAKS did so at a general level, such as at whether the student achieved at the 

“commended” level or overall passing/failing rates. One teacher explained that TAKS 

helped her to “know who to look out for on day one.” 

Typically, teachers considered data as a way to help group or sort students, such 

as for tutorials or remediation work. Although the criteria for these groups were often 

characterized as the students‟ “areas of need,” the precision with which these areas were 

determined was often unclear. Although a few teachers mentioned examining particular 

questions or types of questions, the sort of activity was not widely mentioned or 

elaborated upon. Overall, they described few specific practices beyond assigning students 

to groups, such as at the beginning of the year.  

Additionally, teachers ranged from ambivalent to negative about the district 

benchmark tests. Those that were ambivalent felt that the benchmarks were fine for 

getting a “general picture.” One teacher described how one could do this “without 

looking at every single detail.” Another suggested that the benchmarks could be useful 

for collaborating with other teachers, but that some of the paperwork that teachers were 

required to do in preparation for these conversations were a waste of time.  

More frequently, teachers described the entire benchmark process as a waste of 

time. Some complained about lack of time for reteaching. One stated, “Regardless of 

what the data says, you move on.” Others complained about the tests as either not being 

reflective of classroom practices, while some complained about them not reflecting the 

actual difficulty of the TAKS test. In both cases, teachers described the benchmarks as 

being set around unreasonably high expectations. The number of students failing the tests 
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made it informative to instruction, especially when some of these failing students actually 

did quite well on the TAKS test generally.   

 Teachers’ perspectives about district approach to data use. Nils Creek 

teachers had relatively little to say about any formal efforts for supporting their data use. 

They tended to characterize central office members as far removed from their work or 

interested only in their schools‟ test results. Teachers at one school generally felt that 

they were not noticed by central office, due in part to their high test scores. A teacher at 

once school suggested: 

Do they know where our kids are in terms of the TAKS scores? They know that. 

They have projections on whether we‟ll be exemplary or recognized or whatever 

based on those scores. But do they know what they need to do to help us improve 

our instruction? I‟m not really sure. 

One teacher group was particularly caustic about central office. Although this 

group was positive about their use of teacher-made common assessments, they were 

negative about the district‟s emphasis on benchmark tests. Some felt that they constituted 

a form of micromanagement from central office. Others felt that they were “just an 

excuse for someone to have a job and look busy.” These teachers felt that they were 

better at collaborating and sharing instructional practices without the intrusion of the 

central office, especially those that handled curriculum and assessment.  

In addition, teachers did not mention their campus administrators‟ having much 

hand in supporting the role of data in practice. More typically, they described their 

administrators as using data to monitor teachers and the school‟s performance. At one 

school, teachers felt that some grade levels got more attention from administrators than 

others, because testing was more important in some grades than others. One teacher 

disdained that his administrators monitored course failure rates, emailing them when too 

many students were failing a course. Not all teachers, however, felt that being monitored 
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was a bad thing. Teachers at one school seemed to welcome that their administrators 

monitored the schools‟ scores, organizing and distributing data about the school at 

different times in the year. This might happen at a faculty or a team meeting, such as by 

opening up the school year with student‟s TAKS scores and saying “these are the kids we 

really need to focus on.”  

Computer data systems and teachers’ practice. Overall, teachers were positive 

about the district Front End and the printer-scanners. Even so, their uses of these systems 

rarely factored into day-to-day practices or uses of data that went beyond the typical 

sorting activities that characterized their perspectives about the TAKS test.  

Teachers and Front End. I observed particularly palpable enthusiasm at Front End 

demonstrations, where select teachers were trained in using Front End. On these 

occasions, features of Front End were met with oohs, ahhs, and wows. Some teachers 

even applauded, though the applause was also sometimes initiated by the associate 

director for data use, who helped lead some of the demonstrations. Features that teachers 

were audibly pleased with included: student discipline information (including drill down 

to a student‟s history of infractions; student attendance and tardies (in case a student is 

“taking two lunches”), and the five minute turnaround time on data from the printer-

scanners (this included both district benchmark tests and locally-designed common 

assessments). One teacher specializing in gifted students was so enthusiastic that she 

interrupted her trainer with, “Shut up! You just saved me hours of cumulative folder 

digging!” These sorts of reactions were more typically whispered to peers, not yelled 

across the room.  

Most teachers in Nils Creek, however, were expected to learn to use Front End via 

an online training module (i.e. Powerpoint presentation). Although focus group 

participants were glad to have Front End, few described Front End as being especially or 
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frequently influential to their work. Typically, they saw Front End as mainly providing an 

overview about students. One focus group described it as the difference between 

“generalities” versus “real feedback about my performance.” Although this group 

appreciated having an overview, they felt that feedback was better when it was more 

timely and specific to students‟ mastery of learning objectives.  

The most frequently mentioned Front End feature was delivery of students‟ 

TAKS results. Teachers reported looking at passing/failing rates and “commended” 

levels, then creating lists of which students might need “more attention” during the year. 

One teacher described how the first page that teachers see upon logging in was about 

overall TAKS passing rates in reading, math, and writing. Although this teacher 

suggested that one could also “drill down” to additional information about scores, no 

teachers mentioned examining TAKS or other benchmark scores for more granular 

instructional needs. In fact, a few teachers confided that for these uses of TAKS 

information, they still preferred paper printouts.  

Teachers sometimes mentioned Front End‟s electronic versions of cumulative 

folders. These included things like course grades or demographic information (e.g., 

Special Education or English Language Learner). Teachers saw the online cumulative 

folders as helping them to be more aware of the background or status of a student. One 

teacher mentioned printing out cumulative folder information for a student who was 

moving. Discipline information was mentioned by only two teachers, and they disagreed 

about whether or not this was beneficial. One wanted to know if a student was 

misbehaving in others‟ classes, while the other felt that some students might get unfairly 

labeled before showing up in a class.  

Teachers and the printer-scanners. As for the printer-scanners, less was said, but 

opinions were also more mixed. Although the printer-scanners were often characterized 



 

 66 

as offering rapid turnaround for benchmark data, one teacher joked that the savings in 

time wasn‟t much different than before, except that now teachers had to do the work 

themselves. Few teachers described benefiting from having the benchmark data 

immediately emailed to them. In fact, one group described how although it saved them 

the trouble of creating tallies about which questions students missed, more thorough 

analyses were not available to them until later on (and in a different system). The 

importance of these analyses, however, were bureaucratic, not instructional. Teachers at 

this school had to hand copy results onto paper forms before turning them elsewhere. 

These teachers had mixed feelings about the forms, since they didn‟t find them useful to 

practice, but did feel that it got them at least looking at what was available.  

Teachers and the districts’ efforts for computer data systems. Although 

teachers‟ sense was that the district was making a concerted effort to increase the ease 

and availability of data, focus group participants described no specific or direct efforts by 

central office or its members to support the use of computer data systems (beyond 

providing them access to the technologies). Indeed, at a few points teachers seemed to be 

learning about the systems from their colleagues in the midst of their focus groups. For 

example, one group learned about how to use the sorting function for TAKS results. 

Another group agreed that much of what one learned about the systems was by word of 

mouth, such as when pulling in a friend from the hallway, and that more personalized 

attention should be given to teachers.  

Other Factors 

In the preceding passages, I described the Nils Creek district‟s efforts to expand 

the use of data and computer data systems. For the most part, the systems in question 

were the district‟s Front End, which also connected to their printer-scanners. Although 
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the implementation of these technologies came with varying challenges and successes, 

one theme that spanned all district levels was the sense that events were only one part of 

a larger work in progress. Participants at every district level felt that the district‟s support 

of teachers‟ access to data, especially via computer data systems, was improving. 

Although many at the central office and campus administrator levels attributed the 

district‟s improvements to the work of their associate director for data use, three factors, 

when joined together, paint the full story as larger than that. Those factors were: long-

term, adaptive planning; boundary spanning; and managing perceptions about data. 

Long-term, adaptive planning. One aspect of the Nils Creek district‟s approach 

to data use involved its overall approach to planning. In short, the central office members 

planned in long-term, but adaptive ways. Their plans were long-term, in that they saw 

phases for developing teachers‟ data use and use of computer data systems. The intent of 

Front End was to simply start getting data into teachers‟ hands; the subsequent phases 

were intended to enrich that data and its connections to curriculum. They saw 

implementation as spanning years, not a one finite point in time. 

Additionally, Nils Creek district plans were adaptive. Central office members 

sought out feedback during implementation. For example, the design of Front End itself 

was informed by feedback from teacher and administrator “user groups.” These met 

regularly to suggest changes and make recommendations about what Front End should or 

could be like. Further, Front End and printer-scanners were piloted at select campuses 

before expansion to the district as a whole. During piloting, the associate director for data 

use and technology department collected feedback on what might need to be ironed out or 

improved. In fact, although Front End offered a relatively narrow assortment of data and 

analytical functions, its design was also not expected to be set in stone. Reports and 

functionalities were expected to be added. One technology department member suggested 
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that improvements would be limited only by the imaginations of users and technical 

limits of the district. In this light, snags to the use of Front End or the printer-scanners 

appear as opportunities for learning and adapting.  

Boundary spanning. Among the many accolades given to the district‟s associate 

director for data use, an important one mentioned by both central office members and 

campus administrators was her ability to span boundaries among district divisions. In 

ways that had not occurred for data before her presence, the separate departments of 

curriculum, assessment, and technology were better able to coordinate efforts. Although 

these efforts included the creation of Front End, some central office members also 

described how they had also learned to create new routines around the collection, 

processing, and monitoring of benchmark assessments.  

Further, the associate director for data use was also adept at spanning boundaries 

between worldviews. For example, technology department members were especially 

appreciate of her abilities both in advocating for educators‟ needs and in explaining the 

technological limitations to teachers. Although they had tried focus group approaches in 

the past, they reported that those efforts had also fallen flat. With the associate director 

for data use, they felt that feedback was sharper and easier to respond to. In return, 

campus administrators reported feeling listened to. They were appreciative of her 

knowledge about the unique jobs of teachers and administrators. Both central office and 

campus administrator levels described the associate director for data use as having 

created open and informative relationships with schools. Indeed, although it was evident 

that teachers were similarly positive about the associate director for data use during Front 

End demonstrations, it seems equally notable that teachers who had experienced only the 

online training module were more matter of fact about the system.  
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Finally, it is worth highlighting that before hiring their current associate director 

for data use, high ranking central office members were convinced that a boundary 

spanner was what they needed. They had observed its function in other districts. 

Accordingly, this position, and data use, had the weight of district leaders behind it. This 

receptiveness to change created fertile ground for one with a personal commitment to 

data use to accomplish much. In her own words, the associate director for data use 

described what her boundary spanning work entailed: 

You need to be an educator. You need to have worked in the classroom, and you 

need to understand clearly the connection between instruction, assessment, and 

how data drives instruction. You need to be able to work well with teachers and 

principals. You need to have communication skills. You need to be able to talk to 

the technical people and be able to say this is what our teachers need… Above all, 

you have to be an advocate for teachers, because all the research tells us that 

teacher‟s impact student achievement the most. And you‟ve got to take all the 

technical jargon off the table, and you‟ve got to take all the political jargon off the 

table, and you‟ve got to take off the „who gets credit for this initiative off the 

table.‟ I don‟t care who gets credit, I just want teachers and principals using data. 

Managing perceptions about data. A third aspect of the Nils Creek district‟s 

approach to data use involved managing perceptions about the role of data in practice. 

This activity was noticeably performed by the associate director for data use, but rarely 

by any others.  

For the associate director for data use, this activity took many shapes. One was 

training. For example, she explained how teachers‟ misperceptions certain assessments 

could hinder their use and acceptance of data. She elaborated that teachers, given data 

without training, tend to perceive that that data “is for someone else.” What they need is 

to be shown how data are relevant to their jobs. Indeed, one central office member 

described the associate director for data use as being talented at “showing you the 

connections between your work and this data you are asked to collect.” 
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During her trainings, I witnessed how the associate director for data use made 

data more palatable. At one training, she included “laughing and learning” in her agenda. 

She also invited humorous anecdotes from participants and told her own, likening data to 

a lighthouse to teachers‟ practice. At Front End demonstrations, I observed her habit of 

applauding features of Front End, repeating positive remarks to the rest of the audience, 

showing slides listing other educator‟s positive feedback, and referencing the teacher user 

groups as key decision makers about Front End.  

Throughout these occasions, the associate director for data use highlighted how 

data use fit into the district‟s strategic plan and mission. Her reasoning was that “We need 

to make sure we are starting at the same page and understanding for how we work.” An 

alternative benefit of this strategy, however, is also plausible. Even if audience members 

remain in disagreement about goals or the best approaches to achieving them, this 

strategy could at least add legitimacy to what is to follow.  

Nils Creek Conclusion 

My research questions attended to how districts intend for computer data systems 

to influence teachers‟ practices, and to what practices are actually enacted. In what 

follows, I summarize perspectives about data and computer data systems as they were 

held throughout the district, as well as what outcomes they had for teachers‟ practices.   

The Nils Creek district and data. Throughout the Nils Creek district, I found a 

strong orientation toward performance on the TAKS test. For central office members, 

performance on the TAKS was an important measure of success. In seeking out how to 

improve teaching and learning, they looked to those districts that were outscoring them. 

Central office members were emphatic that bolstering achievement on the state test was 

an important way to fulfill community expectations and needs. Campus administrators 
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seemed to accept this viewpoint without complaint. Although this manifested in different 

ways, their school routines using data and their views about the district benchmark tests 

were all shaped by attending to student performance on the TAKS. For teachers, 

interaction with data was most typically about determining if students had passed the 

TAKS or achieved “commended” levels on the test. Although a few made references to 

more refined uses of these data, such via examining particular types of questions, 

teachers rarely explained how this occurred. More frequently, they reported using TAKS 

overall passing rates to help determine groups and determine “who to look out for.” 

Although central office members described various strategies by which they 

attempted to support data use, these had varying impacts at the campus level. Looking 

outside of the district, resulted in more refined, formalized approaches to data use. This 

included the institution of data binders, as well as work towards hiring an associate 

director for data use and improving the use of computer data systems. The strategy of 

attempting to change schools‟ belief systems, however, was not evidenced by responses 

from campus level educators. Although central office members emphasized the success 

of “all students,” this often equated to achievement according to the TAKS test. Further, 

the business end of this value sometimes included central office members‟ direct 

intervention in principals‟ practices and staffing decisions for the purposes of producing a 

“culture change.” For teachers, these approaches translated into a sense of increased 

monitoring. Teachers most often saw central office and administrator data use as 

watching the scores for their ups and downs. 

The Nils Creek district and computer data systems. Throughout the district, 

participants were positive about the advent of Front End. Central office members saw 

Front End as a way to remedy longstanding barriers to campus-level educators‟ access to 

data, especially that data that related to accountability measures. Similarly, campus 
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administrators appreciated Front End for providing a concise, easy-to-use overview of 

students‟ histories and test scores. In their own work, they felt that it was something that 

could be turned to on an “as needed” basis, such as developing tutorial lists. Features 

such as reports about students‟ individual needs on the TAKS test, as well as the ability 

to identify students in different tiers of performance, were mentioned as supportive of 

teachers‟ data use.  

There were anecdotal differences in how teachers viewed Front End. While all 

teachers were positive about Front End, those that had participated in trainings with the 

associate director for data use seemed especially so. The remainder of teachers was 

trained via an online training module, which seemed to have varying degrees of 

effectiveness. In one focus group, participants seemed to be learning about features 

during the course of their interview, while another group explained that much of what 

they had learned about using the system had occurred via word of mouth. 

The enthusiasm for Front End can be attributed to different causes. Some central 

office members suggested that enthusiasm for Front End was related its more user-

friendly layout and design. Another suggested that it was a matter of “packaging” the 

system with a “unified message.” Although these explanations are plausible, it also worth 

recalling that site license issues had long prevented teachers from having access to 

student data, apart from unwieldy and prodigious Excel spreadsheets. In this light, it is 

also worth considering if enthusiasm for Front End might have also been connected to 

relief at finally having easy access to data.  

Outcomes in Nils Creek teachers’ practice. Teachers described relatively few 

uses of Front End in their practices. Most frequently, they mentioned looking up students' 

TAKS results. This helped them to identify and sort students, such as those that had 

scored “commended” or those that had failed the test. Although Front End offered other 



 

 73 

sorts of information, such as in the online cumulative folder, teachers described few 

regular or specific applications for them, other than becoming more “aware” about 

students. These uses of Front End would seem to fall in line with the district‟s current 

emphasis on TAKS outcomes. Although one focus group characterized Front End as 

lacking “real feedback about my performance,” providing that sort of feedback was not 

described as an immediate goal or issue by other teacher groups or the district as a whole.  

That is not to say, however, that an increased focus on more regular feedback 

about performance on student expectations might not one day come to the Nils Creek 

district. After all, the original plan for data use and computer data systems was to first 

ensure that teachers had data, then to add to the richness of that data via the printer-

scanners and a content management system. In theory, such as system would facilitate 

better connections among curriculum, assessment, and teaching. For the district, this 

might suggest one day needing to unravel a puzzle of value systems:  the district‟s current 

focus on state accountability outcomes is different than a focus on what individual 

students might need today or next week. Although these focuses need not be mutually 

exclusive, there was also little evidence that the Nils Creek district was widely interested 

in focusing on instant, granular, and learning objectives-based data. Even so, this view of 

alternative view of data was somewhat implied in the perceived benefits of benchmark 

and common assessment data, such as are available in Front End via printer-scanners.  

A PORTRAIT OF MCELROY FALLS  

Interviews, focus groups, and observations helped reveal the fit among views held 

by central office members, campus administrators, and teachers. Overall, people in the 

McElroy Falls district tended to be working on the same challenges. They wanted to 

promote teaching and learning that was aligned to the rigors of state standards, and data 
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was an important source of feedback. In this, computer data systems often played an 

important role. Table 2 provides an overview of the various perspectives held by each 

role as they related to data and computer data systems. These perspectives are reported to 

greater detail below.  

McElroy Falls Central Office 

McElroy Falls central office members had clear ideas about which data important 

to improving teacher practice. In this section, I first describe how their perspectives about 

data fit into their views about improving teaching and learning, as well as what factors 

they considered influential to the use of data in practice. Second, I describe what central 

office members saw as their approach to enhancing teacher data use. Third, I describe 

their perspectives about data systems, which typically focused on three systems in 

particular. Fourth, I describe their approach to promoting the role of data systems in 

teachers‟ practices.   

McElroy Falls central office perspectives about data. McElroy Falls central 

office members showed considerable consensus regarding the intents and purposes of 

data. Much of their attention focused on data as a way to align curriculum and 

instructional practices to state standards. The idea was that teachers should first start with 

the standards, then devise activities that teach to the content and rigor of the standards. 

This view stands in contrast to the practice of first picking some appealing activity, then 

attempting to justify or connect it to some standard.  

Central office members spoke often about standards in terms of the “student 

expectations” (SEs). For them, an important vehicle for data about students‟ performance 

on the SEs was their district-wide, locally-designed assessments. These were referred to 

as the district‟s “curriculum-based assessments” (CBAs) and were intended to follow 
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Table 2 

Overview of McElroy Falls Perspectives about Data and Computer Data Systems by Role 

 Data Computer Data Systems 

Role 
Attitudes and 

Orientations 
District Efforts 

Attitudes and 

Orientations 
District Efforts 

Central Office 

SE data valued as lever 

for alignment of 

curriculum and 

instruction, with CBAs 

serving as a major 

source of SE data.  

Trainings and 

conversations to 

enhance educators‟ 

perspectives about SEs. 

Adjustments to district‟s 

overall approach to 

assessment. 

Flightpath and CARS 

valued for their data on 

SEs and seen as similar. 

Dashboard Central 

hoped to integrate a 

variety of data in novel 

ways. 

Replacement of CARS 

with Flightpath, 

beginning at secondary 

schools with one-time 

trainings at campuses. 

Troubled 

implementation of 

Dashboard Central. 

Campus 

Administrators 

SE data valued as lever 

for school improvement, 

with CBAs and TAKS 

serving as major sources 

of SE data.  

Central office had little 

influence on campus. 

Campus administrators 

varied greatly in their 

own efforts and 

attitudes about practice.  

Flightpath and CARS 

valued for their data on 

SEs and seen as similar. 

Dashboard Central 

rejected as 

uninformative. 

Reported confusion 

regarding trainings for 

Dashboard Central and 

disappointment with its 

current lack of data.  

Teachers 

SE data valued as 

feedback for practice. 

Sources included 

teacher-made 

assessments, TAKS 

results, and sometimes 

the CBAs.  

Few references to 

formalized approaches 

to supporting data use, 

with mixed opinions 

about district‟s overall 

emphasis on data.  

Flightpath and CARS 

valued for their data on 

SEs and seen as similar. 

No experience with 

Dashboard Central, but 

wishful for integrated 

data systems.  

Few references to 

formal support for 

computer data systems. 

Trainings critiqued for 

lack of guidance or 

sustained support.  
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along with the district‟s scope and sequence, delivered according to nine-week 

curriculum units. The basic assumption was that when teachers focus on data that are 

granular, regularly collected, and explicitly linked to what ought to have been taught, the 

state‟s high-stakes accountability test (TAKS) becomes more of an afterthought. One 

central office administrator contrasted CBAs from the TAKS test this way: 

The CBAs were generated to inform instruction. If you‟ve taught this curriculum, 

the material in the curriculum in [McElroy Falls district], and your students take 

this test that‟s directly aligned with the curriculum… We want you as a teacher to 

look at the results to determine how well the students mastered the curriculum 

that you just taught over the last nine weeks. 

Central office members further elaborated about three issues that they saw 

influencing teachers‟ data practices: understandings about the SEs, understandings about 

the CBAs, and opportunities to promote quality instruction.  

Understandings about the SEs. Central office members saw attention to the SEs 

as the keystone to effective instruction. At the program level, teams and schools would 

have a better sense how to improve their services to students according to their 

instructional needs. In the words of one central office member, “They are looking to find 

out what they could do better for, maybe not Sally in particular, but groups of kids like 

Sally.” At the instructional level, the analysis of students‟ performance according to the 

SEs was expected to improve the rigor and content found in lessons. 

In this, central office members were concerned that educators, especially 

principals, were often transfixed by overall passing rates on tests, rather than the mastery 

of particular SEs. On central office member emphasized, “No, percent mastery is not 

even a piece of data you should be looking at.” In order to discourage their reliance on 

overall passing rates, she held a training where she asked principals to compare two 

students. One had passed with an 82, while the other had failed with a 67. When it came 
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to passing scores, the first had obviously done better. But when it came to looking at 

students‟ mastery of individual concepts and student expectations, the students were in 

actuality quite similar—she said the principals were floored. Students could pass overall, 

doing especially well in only certain areas, thus obscuring the gaps in what they really 

knew and could do. On the flip side, students could fail a test without failing overall—the 

gaps might be concentrated in only a few student expectations.  

Understandings about the CBAs. Central office members were also concerned 

that principals were more focused on TAKS than on the CBAs.  One described the 

problem in terms of principals treating the TAKS as the “end all, be all.” Another 

suggested that because of high stakes accountability policies, “Our principals just don‟t 

see the value of CBAs. They want an assessment that is a predictor of student success on 

TAKS. And what we have had to come back to is that the CBAs were never meant to be a 

predictor for TAKS success.” She further described how the perception that CBAs are 

about TAKS (rather than SEs and students‟ needs) might lead some principals to fall into 

competency traps. A low-achieving school might ignore the CBAs because it knows its 

scores are low. A better achieving school might ignore the CBAs because it knows it‟s 

already passing, without having to analyze CBA results.  

Opportunities to promote quality instruction. Central office members also 

emphasized that data were not useful to teachers, unless also given a practical edge and 

linked to opportunities to rethink instruction. Although this need was sometimes 

mentioned in terms of the qualities of good professional development, it was especially 

prevalent in describing the importance of teachers‟ collaborative planning opportunities.  

Central office members repeatedly described the importance of conversations data 

and SEs as important occasions for improving the depth and complexity of instruction. 

Through such conversations, they envisioned teachers not only analyzing CBA results, 
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but also refining their knowledge about particular SEs and the sort of teaching that 

promotes achievement in those areas. In describing this phenomenon, participants 

provided specific examples, but they all shared the same basic narrative. In response to 

poor performance on the CBAs, teachers would complain that the test was poorly 

designed or otherwise unfair. Teachers would feel that they had taught the concepts, and 

that the CBA was not capturing students‟ knowledge. But these attitudes would change 

after conversations with each other about the tests and the SEs, especially when 

principals, instructional coaches, or some other knowledgeable educator was present. By 

tapping into a better understanding about what students ought to have learned, teachers 

would come to see the CBA as a fair measure and guidepost for rigorous instruction. In 

short, they saw these conversations as the place to (re)learn what the state was really 

asking for in its standards, and accordingly, on the TAKS test.  

One central office member underlined how the collaborative and pragmatic nature 

of these conversations was a resource for district improvement:  

They‟re looking for if their students mastered the concept. If their students didn‟t 

master the concept on the assessment, then they go back and they have 

conversations about why do we teach this? Did we teach it the right way? Or if 

they have a colleague whose students did really well on the concept, the 

conversation is “Man, my assessment scores are kind of low in this area, how did 

you teach this? Share with me what you did and how you got your students to 

perform.” That is really what it‟s all about. It‟s using the data to find best 

practices, and then sharing that information across grade levels, across campuses, 

across districts.  

Central office approach to data use. Underlying central office members‟ 

perspectives was the belief that understandings about data were malleable, and that they 

in some way served as a core for influencing those perceptions. It was common for 

central office members to speak as if they were distinct from the rest of “the 

organization” as whole. They tended to characterize the district‟s attitudes as a “work in 
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progress.” Accordingly, central office members approached this issue from two fronts. 

One involved continually attempting to enlighten campus level educators about the utility 

of focusing on SEs. The other involved responding to attempting to improve the district‟s 

policies about assessment (including those relating to the CBAs). 

Shifting campus educators’ perspectives. Although it was unclear if this was by 

design, central office members tended to espouse a united message about the need to 

focus on SEs. Regardless of rank or areas of supervision, central office members seemed 

to accept responsibility for bringing campus level educators into the fold on better 

attention to the SEs. One central office member described the issue of shifting 

perceptions about data and performance on the SEs as being a communication issue. She 

suggested that the McElroy Falls central office “messaging is kind of layered” to reach 

campus level educators in ways that are relevant to them.  

Central office members saw two basic channels for getting the message out. The 

first involved professional development. One example was described in the preceding 

passages, where principals were shown the difference between overall passing rates and 

students‟ actual mastery of SEs. Others include learning about what reports are best for 

what purposes, as well as guided analysis of the CBAs. One central office member 

asserted that a CBA is most powerful when teachers see “it‟s not tricky for tricky‟s sake.”  

The second channel involved direct contacts with principals, teachers, or 

leadership teams. One example of this was to ensure that instructional coaches and 

content area specialists (e.g., math or social studies coordinators) talked about the SEs in 

their dealings with teachers and the CBAs. Another example involved principals‟ direct 

contact with high-ranking central office members, such as at principals‟ meetings or 

“data talks.” Central office members, however, described data talks as sometimes 

depending on to who principals reported. Whereas one assistant superintendent might 
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want to be told how campus weaknesses are being addressed, another might be more 

interested problem solving alongside principals. Those conversations would attend to 

how central office staff and resources might best be leveraged for serving the campus.  

Adjusting the district’s approach to assessment. Central office efforts also 

included adjusting district‟s approach to assessment, which included recasting the length 

of CBAs and their frequency on the testing calendar. Part of this was the outcome of 

feedback from campus level educators, a district task force examining the issues of 

CBAs, as well as feedback from the DID project. In one meeting with principals, I 

observed central office members explaining how this new calendar had been “talked to 

death” in order to arrive at a more parsimonious set of assessments where “at least three 

data points” were collected for each subject area and grade level, some of which might 

include CBAs or other types of assessment. Their goal was to respond to concerns that 

assessment had become about “the sake of just giving a test.” 

Another aspect to rethinking the district‟s approach to assessment involved 

providing refined support to teachers in building their own assessments. For example, 

samples of test items were being provided with each interval‟s curriculum bundles. 

Central office members emphasized that these were not to be printed out and used as 

“mini-CBAs,” but rather starter items to be adapted for classroom needs. The hope was 

that these items would help teachers learn how to assess their students by providing them 

with TAKS-based, project-based, and open ended models. One high-ranking central 

office member described the importance of teachers‟ developing their own assessments 

as a way to “maximize” their use of data. He suggested that when teachers learn to build 

quality assessments, they become more invested in understanding the nature of quality 

test items and of quality instruction for performance according to the standards tested by 

those items.  
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Central office perspectives about data systems. Central office members saw 

three systems as being particularly relevant (or having the potential to be relevant) to data 

use. One of these systems, the Curriculum and Assessment Regional Solution (CARS), 

had been in regular use and made available throughout the district. It had some capacities 

to integrate data, but served as a de facto assessment system. A second system, 

Flightpath, was undergoing expansion: it had been previously been used in the district for 

handling teacher appraisal, but additional modules had been purchased in order to allow 

Flightpath to also serve as an assessment system. The third system, Dashboard Central, 

had been purchased via federal stimulus funds and was designed to serve as a data 

warehouse, integrating a variety of data that included but was not limited to student 

assessment data.  

CARS and Flightpath. Conversations with central office members about CARS 

and Flightpath portrayed them as closely related to each other, as well as to the central 

office goal of aligning curriculum and instructional practices to SEs. Central office 

members described these systems as where one would go to get assessment data 

(including local assessments, such as the CBAs) in reports specific to a particular student 

or classroom.  

Although CARS had been previously offered throughout the district, it was now 

being phased out. Due to funding considerations, this was beginning with the middle and 

high schools. Taking CARS‟s place on these campuses was Flightpath‟s student 

assessment components. Central office members described a primary benefit of CARS to 

be its ability to deliver student data, especially data about students‟ performance on the 

CBAs according to SEs. This function included the ability to create “tutorial reports,” 

which were automatic suggestions about how to group students for additional 

instructional support in particular SEs.  
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Central office members often described Flightpath‟s student assessment modules 

as being similar to CARS, but much more user-friendly and intuitive to use. Further, 

Flightpath came with additional functionalities that would allow the scoring and 

management of CBAs to take place at the campus level, something that secondary 

campuses had expressed some interest in. These functionalities included the ability to 

scan and upload data for immediate feedback, as well as the ability to handle teacher-

made assessments (e.g., classroom assignments or department level common 

assessments).  

Dashboard Central. In contrast to these other systems, Dashboard Central was 

not yet in widespread use. Although central office members had access to Dashboard 

Central, conversations were often based on what they considered the potential of the 

system. The primary hope for Dashboard Central was that it would help the district to 

integrate its many disparate systems in novel ways. Indeed, the district‟s lack of 

integrated systems was something that had been long noted by central office members, as 

well as by the DID project. Potential data points that could be integrated included teacher 

professional development records, teacher attendance, student attendance, student 

discipline, and student free lunch information, in addition to assessment data from 

systems like Flightpath.  

This potential was novel for central office members, and for the most part, still 

untested. One central office member considered the system advantageous, because one 

saw more than just “up or down on a test.” Instead, a host of data points (some of which 

were not traditionally analyzed) could be associated with student performance on SEs. 

One example provided by several participants was the potential to analyze if certain 

trainings for teachers were associated with gains in student outcomes. A few central 

office members suggested that expanding the variety of data points considered in 
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analyses broadened one‟s view of the “whole child,” thus improving the safety net 

students. One central office member explained, “without [Dashboard Central], we were 

still looking at little bits in isolation and having to generate all this information from all 

these different venues, which took a lot of time just to assess what a kid needs, what‟s 

been done for them, what‟s working, what‟s not working. Now you can sit a group of 

people down and use [Dashboard Central] to pull all of the information and see it right 

there in one place.” 

Central office approach to data systems. Central office member described the 

district‟s approach to the implementation of their data systems. Because CARS had been 

in use for quite some time and was being phased out, these conversations centered around 

the Flightpath student data modules and Dashboard Central, which were both new that 

year. Central office members recognized quite different degrees of success for the 

implementation of these two systems.  

Flightpath implementation. Central office members commonly considered the 

implementation of Flightpath to have gone smoothly—enough so that it was almost a 

non-issue for some. In many ways, Flightpath fit into routines already present in the 

district. It was already familiar to many because of its role in teacher appraisal, and it 

came across to many as similar to CARS, but with the additional selling points described 

above. The shift to Flightpath was even funded via funds that would have been spent on 

CARS. Trainings for Flightpath were conducted at the school campuses themselves by 

members of the curriculum and instruction department. One central office member 

characterized them as having occurred in “full force.” Central office members reported 

that trainings had gone smoothly and were well-received.  

Dashboard Central implementation. Despite central office members‟ relatively 

positive attitudes about Dashboard Central‟s potential, many were also disappointed with 
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its actual implementation. This disappointment seemed most evident among those that 

worked most regularly with Dashboard Central or with directors who dealt most with 

campuses and their data use. Those that were at upper levels seemed most optimistic that 

Dashboard Central had been accepted by campus level educators. This attitude was led 

primarily by perceptions that Dashboard Central was easy to use. A few described how 

smoothly their training in Dashboard Central had gone and how they‟d observed the other 

participants being pleased by what they saw. A few also suggested that if Dashboard 

Central wasn‟t yet in widespread use, this was due to its relative newness. Initially, these 

central office members assumed that Dashboard Central had been “deployed” and that it 

was only a matter of time and practice before the system was used in widespread ways.  

By the end of Dashboard Central‟s first fall semester, however, this assumption 

was beginning to be reassessed. As central office members began to evaluate what went 

wrong and what might happen next, some topics were openly discussed in both meetings 

and interviews, while others were unique to interviews (or elaborated upon differently in 

interviews). Topics that were openly discussed included: technical issues, problems with 

the vendor, and the granting of permissions to conduct queries. Topics that seemed more 

confidential included: the effectiveness of training, formal lines of authority, and a rushed 

timeline for implementation.  

Technical issues. Central office members openly discussed technical issues that 

had stalled the implementation of the Dashboard Central system. Phase I of 

implementation, as suggested by Dashboard Central, was to get student data from the 

district‟s various disparate systems into the system, and then validated. At the outset, 

central office members had thought this process would be completed early in the summer, 

but even by the end of the fall semester, this work had yet to be completed. One problem 

was that not all data in McElroy Falls district‟s systems was consistent, due to 
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idiosyncratic practices at the campus level. For example, from campus to campus schools 

were using different number codes for recording student discipline infractions (e.g., 

assault or mutual combat). This made much of the discipline data unintelligible if 

integrated. Even with for data that had been uploaded into Dashboard Central, such as 

basic information about students or certain assessment scores, central office members 

reported that results were sometimes spotty (inconsistently missing data). Although the 

McElroy Falls district had initially assigned one staff member to oversee the project and 

handle these issues, she was spending all her time and days on “a laundry list” of such 

problems. These issues made it difficult to move onward. Phase II had been described as 

involving integrating additional forms of data (e.g., human resources information, 

teacher-made assessments), but this was seen as still far out of reach.  

Problems with the vendor. Central office members attributed some of these 

technical difficulties to the vendor. They reported that their project manager at Dashboard 

Central had been inundated with new districts to handle, thus leaving McElroy Falls 

competing for service and assistance. Central office member also admitted that they‟d 

been a little too optimistic regarding promises made by the vendor. As far as the 

integration of various data, central office members described how they had thought that 

Dashboard Central was savvy with the peculiarities of districts like theirs (in Texas and 

using their kinds of systems). In the words of one central office member, “The other 

products were like okay, we‟re going to sit down with you and talk about what your data 

looks like, and then how we‟re going to build the cubes. It would have taken a lot 

longer—probably. Looking back, maybe not. Hindsight is always 20/20.” Another central 

office member reported that another Texas district had not had the problems that 

McElroy Falls had had with Dashboard Central, in part because McElroy Falls had served 

as the guinea pig for mapping out the data and its integration. One more central office 
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member described how she‟d misinterpreted how soon Dashboard Central‟s reporting 

functions would be available during the demo process. Originally understanding them to 

be available immediately, she was surprised to realize that this only applied to “canned” 

(externally designed) reports, and not customizable queries.   

 Permissions to conduct queries. The issue of permissions to conduct queries was 

openly discussed, if contentiously. Although Dashboard Central supplied hundreds upon 

hundreds of unique, canned reports, their sheer number made them almost unintelligible. 

There was no guide available as to which might be most immediately useful, nor even 

what they all were. Although Dashboard Central offers customizable query functions, 

access to them had been delayed due to the technical issues involving the validation of 

data. The technology department, especially, was concerned that opening up 

customizable queries too soon might cause more damage than good—for example, if 

reports were made from incorrect data.  

Although there was consensus that the querying functions were a major priority 

that had been stalled by the need for accurately integrated data, one central office 

member was especially vocal about her desire to quicken up the work in this area. In her 

words, “I don‟t need it perfect… We can‟t destroy anything.” She wanted to practice 

learning the system and to develop novel or tailored analyses. She felt that if the data held 

discrepancies, they‟d be obvious to her. What one camp saw as good judgment, she saw 

as lack of responsiveness and support. 

The effectiveness of training. Evaluative comments from about the effectiveness 

of training for the Dashboard Central system were few and mixed. Some central office 

members felt that Dashboard Central training had gone smoothly. One expressed serious 

doubts and concerns that she‟d been trained well enough to support campus level 
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educators with their data use and Dashboard Central. Generally, the consensus was that 

there was still much more to learn—and that more could have been done 

Several described how although the training had been slated for several hours, it 

had ended much sooner than that. While one saw this as evidence that the system was 

easy to use and readily accepted by users, another confided that some portions of the 

training were supposed to have been led by representatives from Dashboard Central, but 

that they had canceled at the last minute. By then, however, “the train had left the station 

and there was no stopping it.” Others also reported that the training the training itself was 

on basics such as logging in and customizing what was presented to them on their front 

pages, and not more elaborate uses of the system or of data. One also described how 

training was ambiguous both in terms of its goals and intended audience—one central 

office member suggested that it was a fizzled attempt at a train-the-trainer model. It 

turned out that attendees were merely “whoever was sent” from the campus. These 

ranged from principals, to assistant principals, to instructional coaches, but they were not 

informed if they should be taking next steps.  

Formal lines of authority. Central office members also used interviews as places 

to discuss how lines of authority in the district had affected Dashboard Central 

implementation. One described it as a problem involving who owned the “keys to the 

kingdom.” Unlike Flightpath, oversight of the training and roll out for Dashboard Central 

was handled by the district technology department. Central office members, including 

those from the technology department, described two issues with this. The first was that 

the technology department was without an executive director during the summer that 

Dashboard Central was about to be introduced to the district. Although one was hired 

days before the first training, this left extant technology staff doing the best they could to 
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handle technology issues, contacts with Dashboard Central, and contacts with other 

central office members.  

A second issue was that the technology department was considered somewhat 

auxiliary to the campuses and rest of the district. This was a position perpetuated by 

members of the department themselves. Not only was the department housed apart from 

the rest of central office, but it was not typical for technology people to be in a position to 

hold campuses accountable for attending and enacting training. Line authority to campus 

level educators flowed through the assistant superintendents. One central office 

administrator suggested that this had been additionally emphasized with the districts 

restructuring to Professional Learning Communities (PLCs). Further, members of the 

technology department tended see their role as of managing the details of managing 

technology and data points, not the details of decisions relating to teaching and learning. 

Another central office member suggested that it was those with responsibility for (and 

experience in) teaching that ought to have been promoting its contributions to instruction.  

Timeline for implementation. Central office members also confided that the initial 

timeline and set of expectations about implementation of Dashboard Central may have 

been rushed. The district had seized the opportunity to purchase Dashboard Central via 

the use of federal stimulus funds, which had become available that spring. Because high 

ranking central office members considered it important to have the technology in campus 

level educators‟ hands at the very start of the school year, deadlines about training were 

held firm.  

Consequently, there was ambiguity at the campus level regarding what the 

Dashboard Central was or would do. For example, I observed one meeting where central 

office members instructed principals to download and keep copies of their CARS data, 

because it was being replaced. Questions ensued from the principals regarding what the 
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“data warehouse thing” would be able to do, and whether it would be comparable to what 

they knew. Central office members, who themselves had not been trained, fielded these 

questions as best as possible.  

What‟s more, central office members also lamented about the ambiguity they 

themselves felt regarding the purpose of Dashboard Central. In the words of one, “We 

had a vague idea that we needed something that would answer some questions, but we 

didn‟t know what the questions were.” When another was asked Dashboard Central, he 

responded, “I haven‟t been able to get an answer” about its goals or intents. At the close 

of the fall semester, central office members began to meet with the DID project team 

regarding how to think about Dashboard Central‟s potential role in the district.  

McElroy Falls Campus Administrators 

Campus administrators were consistent in believing that data were for helping 

teachers to focus instruction according to the SEs, although they did differ in degree of 

investment in promoting data use. Below, I first describe campus administrators‟ 

perspectives about data and the differences in their approaches to leading for data use. 

Second, I describe their perspectives about computer data systems. These involved seeing 

CARS and Flightpath as important sources of data about performance according to the 

SEs, as well as lack of enthusiasm for Dashboard Central and the district‟s overall 

approach to computer data systems.  

McElroy Falls campus administrators’ perspectives about data. McElroy 

Falls campus administrators were in agreement when it came to what data were for and 

which data were important to practice, but differed greatly when it came to how leading 

their campuses for data use. All campus administrator groups agreed that effective data 

use was about attending to the SEs (sometimes calling them student learning objectives 
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or state standards). Sources of these data were the CBAs and TAKS test results. At its 

most basic and common level, McElroy Falls campus administrators envisioned teacher 

data use as being about examining the performance of a classroom of students, and then 

deciding how to teach or reteach a lesson to that group. For two campus administrator 

groups, this was as far as they had thought about data use. At the third school, however, 

the principal described a wealth of additional routines for improving practice via data use. 

Weak ties with central office in leading for data use. When it came to leading 

their campuses for data use, principals had considerable leeway and varied greatly. All 

the McElroy Falls principals indicated (with varying degrees of tact) that central office 

had little influence on campus approaches to data use. They were frank about not feeling 

held accountable by central office to improving data use at their campuses. Similarly, 

principals agreed that the “data talks” between campus administrators and central office 

members were described as a low priority and not very meaningful.  

Differences in leadership. Nonetheless, campus administrators differed greatly in 

their leadership for data use. At one end of the spectrum, one principal expected little 

from teachers; she further saw teachers‟ attitudes and beliefs as least within her influence. 

At the other end, another principal was heavily invested in data use and saw teachers‟ 

perspectives as malleable, especially via her efforts over time. Differences among 

principals seemed to stem from their own degrees of personal investment in supporting 

teacher data use. 

To elaborate, one principal seemed to have thought the least about data use and 

what it should mean for her campus. She described teachers‟ data use at her campus as 

varied, but related to their personal comfort levels with data and computer data systems. 

She oriented to these qualities as stable objects, outside of her locus of control. Although 
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she felt that teachers should be examining the CBAs, she stated that their most common 

use of this data was to express criticism about “unfair questions.” 

When it came to the issue of supporting teachers in data use, the principal 

admitted that the administrative team sometimes acted as an “enabler” of teachers‟ lack 

of comfort with data and data systems. For example, administrative team members would 

print out data on behalf of those teachers who weren‟t doing it themselves. Similarly, a 

second principal seemed to have given moderate thought to data use at his campus, but 

felt that much of teachers‟ practices in this regard were outside of his influence. His 

approach was to focus on only those teachers who could especially benefit from attention, 

and then to place them on “growth plans” and to visit them frequently “so that they know 

we are checking on them.” He further elaborated: 

It‟s a teacher by teacher thing, to be honest with you. It really is. Some teachers 

are very attuned to it. They understand it. They go above and beyond… Then you 

have the ones that are here for the job and are not going to do any more than they 

have to do. They think they taught it, so therefore the kids should have gotten it. 

Then there are the ones that are obviously between all of that. But what we have 

to do is try to figure out which ones are the ones that are just getting by and to 

stay on them. 

When it came to the CBAs, administrators at this campus described how teachers might 

examine CBAs ought to be examined for the purposes of redesigning classroom lessons 

or comparing themselves to other teachers. They also described teachers as critiquing the 

design of CBAs, such as if a question seemed to have no right answer.  

 In contrast to the other two, one principal was personally invested in the data use 

at her school and described numerous strategies for supporting data use. This was 

evidenced both in the routines she had created at her campus and in her planning for 

future improvement. For example, this principal described how teachers at her school 

were using teacher-made common assessments in ways that were tied to the CBAs, but 



 

 92 

also surpassed them. She felt that because teachers had a hand in designing these tests, 

they were more knowledgeable and invested in their results. Further, because these tests 

were administered every three weeks, this allowed teachers to adjust practices and 

reteach according to the SEs before the actual administration of the CBAs. Achieving this 

level of data use was her personal goal:  

I push this. This was big with me. I want teachers analyzing their data, I want 

them setting up their curriculum according to what the kids don‟t know, [asking 

themselves] “How do I spiral that back in for the next assessment?” We‟re just 

constantly doing that. 

Additionally, she saw the use of these teacher-made common assessments as 

important venues for teachers to improve their instructional practices. By having regular 

time to analyze and discuss their results together, she saw them as able to also share 

effective instructional strategies. She elaborated that a message she often shared with 

teachers was that “if you‟re truly being collaborative, you care about the other person‟s 

students as much as you do about your own… you have to care about all of them.” This 

collaborative atmosphere further manifested in the school‟s approach to tutorials and 

intervention, which were guided by students‟ needs according to the SEs and involved 

sharing students that teachers might not otherwise teach.  

 Finally, this principal described having had a long term plan for enhancing data 

use at her school. In the first year of change, her focus had been on teachers learning to 

create common assessments of any sort, without much collaboration for sharing practices. 

With each year however, she called for additional changes, such as better or more 

rigorous wording of questions, better connections to the SEs, and more refined analyses 

about how students performed according to the SEs. Ideally, she envisioned creating a 

tighter net around all students at her school, not just those that had been categorized into 
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certain groups. She wanted teachers to be versed in all the “bits and pieces about the 

child” in order to better reach them and to better “capture kids‟ hearts.”   

McElroy Falls campus administrators’ perspectives about data systems. 

Campus administrators focused on two systems as being particularly valuable to teachers‟ 

data use: CARS and Flightpath. In line with the district‟s orientation toward the SEs, 

these systems were valued for affording ready access to information about students‟ 

performance on the SEs (such as on the CBAs or the TAKs test). Information from these 

systems could then be turned toward monitoring students or offering them special 

assistance. Flightpath was in regular use at the secondary schools and the elementary 

principal had been trained in Flightpath. All reported that Flightpath was similar to 

CARS, but more user friendly and offering better presentations of data.  

Campus administrators, however, had also been exposed to the Dashboard Central 

system. Their enthusiasm for the system was declining over time. Although all 

acknowledged that the system seemed promising at first glance, many expressed doubts 

that these expectations would hold true. Although they had access to the system, they did 

not describe purposefully or regularly using the system. Part of this was due to a lack of 

data currently being housed in the system. They described seeing only attendance and 

TAKS information in the system in their training. Accordingly, one preferred to rely on 

Flightpath, because it had a more robust account of student performance according to 

SEs. Another nagging issue was distrust in the system. One administrator admitted that 

she kept a flash drive of last year‟s data from CARS with her at all times, because she 

didn‟t trust the data not to get lost in transitioning to Dashboard Central. She further 

elaborated that the current data in the system was “crap in, crap out.” Even after using 

Dashboard Central, she sometimes found herself going verify information in Flightpath 

or other systems later on.   



 

 94 

Campus administrators were also disappointed with the district‟s approach to 

training for Dashboard Central. Many had been confused about who was to attend and 

why—one administrator group interrupted their interview in order to ask me whether they 

were supposed to be using the system and whether the training they‟d attended had 

somehow qualified them as trainers (such as in a “train the trainer” model). One principal 

lamented that because he was at a different training on the same day, he never got trained 

on the Dashboard Central system. Further, campus administrators were disappointed that 

the data they had seen during training were easily found elsewhere. They were growing 

restless waiting for the promised additional data points and cross-analyses. In the 

meanwhile, one admitted that she was forgetting how to use the system and wished she 

hadn‟t even been to training.  

 One group was particularly vocal about how the problems in training for 

Dashboard Central were pronounced, but not atypical. One complaint was that training 

was at the beginning of the year, a time when they are often overwhelmed with practical 

and logistical concerns. Further, they suggested that technology trainings didn‟t do 

enough to connect to teaching and learning, or to otherwise spell things out in ways that 

could be recreated on one‟s own. Additionally, one member of this group lamented never 

getting “the whole enchilada” at trainings, wanting additional depth and guidance. 

Another member of this group wanted training and support for system use to parsed out 

in small doses, so that he could learn and apply a little bit at a time over several months.  

McElroy Falls Teachers 

In line with other district levels, McElroy Falls teachers were comfortable in 

orienting to data as an important source of feedback about student‟s performance 

according to the SEs. Below, I first describe teachers‟ perspectives about data and 
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particular types of data. Second, I describe teachers‟ perspectives about the district 

approach to data. These statements, however, tended to be more about their particular 

school conditions, rather than any concerted district efforts. Third, I describe how 

teachers viewed CARS and Flightpath as important vehicles for data about student‟s 

performance according to the SEs.  

McElroy Falls teachers’ perspectives about data. McElroy Falls teachers 

generally agreed that data played an important a role in educational decisions. Further, 

they tended to connect these beliefs not only to data generally, but also specific forms of 

data. For McElroy Falls teachers, the question was not if data were valuable to practice, 

but which data and how. They tended to think in terms of data as feedback, especially as 

it related to specific SEs. 

Sources of data commonly mentioned included teacher-made assessments, TAKS, 

and CBAs. No one source of information came across as preferred overall. In fact, 

teachers mentioned benefiting from having several sources of data from which to 

triangulate students‟ needs—sometimes even gleaning useful information from 

assessments outside of their instructional departments (e.g., math teachers who benefit 

from learning about students‟ reading needs). Perceptions about these data sources, as 

well as descriptions of how they varied, are below.   

Teacher-made assessments. Examples of teacher-made assessments included 

daily “exit-tickets” after a lesson or weekly in-class quizzes. These were reported as 

providing “little snapshots” into students‟ specific learning needs from that day or that 

week. Throughout these various takes on teacher-made assessment was the belief that 

what occurred in practice should tie back up to student expectations. These could then be 

used to adjust subsequent lessons, student activities, or groupings of students. Notably, 
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McElroy Falls teachers did not consider teacher-made assessments to stand in 

competition with more standardized data, with one being more valuable than other.  

If fact, some teachers reported regularly tying their teacher-made assessments to 

the SEs. For example, one teacher described post-lesson exit-tickets were held in 

common among her department members. As a collective, this helped them to share 

practices about how to better attend to students‟ needs. Because these checks on learning 

were tied to the SEs, teachers had a firmer, more timely, sense about what their students 

might need in order to do well on upcoming assessments (e.g., CBAs). Further, the belief 

that teacher-made assessments should be intertwined with standards, however, was not 

unique to the use of exit-tickets. Teachers also described regularly writing common 

assessments (e.g., a common 7th grade math test) that were tied to standards, as well as 

attempting to balance observations from standardized data with classroom experience.  

TAKS. Also frequently mentioned was TAKS, the state‟s high-stakes 

accountability test. In a general way, teachers understood the TAKS test to stand in the 

background of what was taught and why. Specific to educational practices, TAKS was 

most commonly described as being very influential at the beginning of the school year. In 

this, teachers described how students‟ performance according to particular standards 

tested by the TAKS might influence how students were grouped within classes, whether 

students received intervention services, or how a teacher structured their overall 

approaching to a class. Throughout these discussions, TAKS was described in terms of 

helping teachers think through groups of students (e.g., particular class periods of 

students or particular student classifications, such as English Language Learner) at once. 

Some even clarified that TAKS was rarely influential to their dealings with students on 

an individual, case-by-case basis.   
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CBAs. McElroy Falls teachers had mixed feelings about the CBAs. Two schools 

were somewhat negative about the CBAs, with some teachers reporting that they did not 

use these data, while one school saw the CBAs as just another part of good teaching. The 

tension among teachers can be understood in two dimensions. One was teachers‟ 

perceptions about how effectively CBAs provided feedback about the SEs. The other was 

teachers‟ sense of professional values.  

Feedback about the SEs. Teachers varied in their perceptions about whether the 

CBAs were informative. Some felt that CBAs failed to offer effective feedback about 

how to adjust practice. For example, several teachers had trouble considering feedback 

from the CBAs as effective because of concerns about their design. One described CBAs 

as “poorly written” and detailed some errors he had seen in the social studies test for his 

grade level. Another teacher described hunting and pecking when analyzing CBA data, 

considering only certain tests (or certain student objectives on certain tests) when 

deciding how to provide tutorial support to students. In essence, those that took issue with 

the CBAs themselves felt that other sources of data, including other standardized data or 

grades, could do the same or better job.  

 Additionally, some teachers felt that feedback from the CBAs was uninformative 

because the CBAs tested things that they had not taught. In essence, the feedback about 

student expectations wasn‟t worthwhile because it wasn‟t on the right ones. One way to 

interpret this critique is to say that CBA questions sometimes failed to track what ought 

to have been taught. In the words of one teacher, “I don‟t know if it‟s really measuring 

the curriculum, even though they say it‟s a curriculum-based assessment. I don‟t know if 

that‟s a misnomer. There‟s plenty of other ways to assess, that I don‟t know if it‟s any 

practical or tangible help.”  



 

 98 

Professional values. The argument that CBAs are uninformative because they test 

things that teachers haven‟t taught, however, and also be reinterpreted in terms of 

professional values. Specifically, it‟s possible that some things might not be taught 

because teachers have chosen not to teach them. Even when well-meaning and driven by 

professional values, such adaptations would make CBAs less informative from the get go.  

Although no teachers trumpeted not teaching the curriculum, some did describe 

how expectations about the pace of curriculum units went against what they considered 

good teaching. One teacher elaborated, “They say we should finish in three weeks, but if 

the students aren‟t getting it, our choice is that they don‟t get it and we move on—or we 

go back and reteach, which makes us behind.” Another teacher went on to emphasize, 

“We‟re here for the students and we need to go back, not just push on.” In essence, these 

teachers prioritized reteaching and mastery of (certain) learning objectives, but some 

aspects of the curriculum units were thought to get in the way of that priority. Following 

this perspective, CBAs no longer measured what was taught.   

Although this professional value was found among teachers two of the schools in 

the PD district, one held attitudes quite the contrary. At this school, teachers prioritized 

the use of data and included CBAs as an important source of feedback about practice. 

Importantly, they saw CBA results as having direct relevance to actions within their locus 

of control. Teachers in this school were emphatic that every assignment and class activity 

ought to have some value to informing practice—and they felt that all teachers should 

feel this way. One explained, “It should all be for the teacher. I‟ve taught something—I 

want to know if they learned it or not. If they didn‟t, I need to do something different.”  

When asked about if CBAs were ever poorly written, these teachers responded a 

few bad questions should not negate the overall value of the others. Additionally, when 

asked about if CBAs ever tested things that were not yet taught, these teachers asserted 
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that it‟s within teachers‟ abilities to teach what‟s in the curriculum units in a timely 

fashion. For example, one teacher felt that complaints about the pace of curriculum units 

and the CBAs were unfounded. She said: 

We‟re told what are in the [curriculum units] that the CBA will cover, so I‟m not 

sure why some people wouldn‟t be teaching those concepts within the time frame. 

Really, by the time that we give the test, another week or two probably has passed 

extra, to kind of catch up if you needed to stay somewhere longer. 

Moreover, another teacher described how the curriculum units made her a better 

teacher. She admitted that although she had once had trouble teaching up to the 

expectations in the curriculum units, she had relied on colleagues and instructional 

coaches to help her improve her teaching in this regard. She further confided that it was 

only after trying out what was expected that she learned what the units were all about. 

Some issues, such as pacing and sequence, originally seemed counterintuitive, but in 

allowing them the benefit of the doubt, she realized how they benefited students.  

McElroy Falls teachers’ perspectives about district approach to data use. 

McElroy Falls teachers noted few district-level to support or enhance their data use. Their 

perspectives regarding how the district approached data use were varied. Two schools 

were typically ambivalent or only somewhat negative about their district‟s approach, and 

a few within each group were particularly unnerved by what was happening with data. 

Notably, regardless of whether a comment was positive or negate, statements about the 

district‟s role in teachers‟ data use typically pertained not to the district, but to conditions 

unique to their campuses.  

For example, one teacher lamented what he called the district‟s “Deification of 

Data.” His specific complaint was about having to respond to “constant requests for data” 

and hoping it wasn‟t just sitting in an office some place. His opinion was echoed 

throughout the group. Specifically, they described how their principal had teachers hand 
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copy information from various files, folders, and computer systems as a way to “force us 

to look” at the data. 

Similarly, the high school teachers complained about how the district and the 

campus lacked support for data use. They repeatedly mentioned a pattern of “here it is, 

now go.” This applied to special education paperwork, to “stacks of data,” and to 

computer data systems. With each, they felt handed tasks to accomplish, but with little 

support or follow up. One teacher in particular lamented how matters in her district had 

become “a freaking numbers game.” Specifically, she felt that high school credit recover 

programs were making students complacent about completing course work in her classes, 

but that the bottom line of students earning credits and being graduated as obscuring their 

lack of effort or learning. Although she had approached her principal about the matter, 

she felt that his hands were tied because the district pressure was on schools to look better 

in comparison with others.  

In contrast, the remaining school was particularly positive about data use and their 

district‟s support. They felt that they were somewhat ahead of their colleagues at other 

schools in this regard. At this school, teachers sought out and welcomed collaboration 

with central office members or campus instructional coaches. In fact, one characterized 

coaches as “life savers.” Another elaborated: 

We just want to do what‟s best for kids, and not have an outside person come in 

and offer that insight is so beneficial. It‟s the kind of thing where we‟re all sitting 

down and we‟re talking about data. A lot of times you get so busy planning and 

grading and teaching, you forget, “I have to look at the data in order to be a better 

teacher.” 

Teachers at this school attributed their successes to how their principal (the “Boss Lady”) 

had championed data use and was proactive in supporting them.  
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Computer data systems and McElroy Falls teachers’ practice. Teachers 

described using certain computer data systems regularly. Primarily, those systems were 

CARS (at the elementary school) and Flightpath (at the secondary schools). Although 

some teachers had heard rumors that the Dashboard Central system was in the works, few 

had any knowledge about what this might entail.  

In line with the district‟s orientation toward the SEs, CARS and Flightpath were 

valued for affording ready access to information about students‟ performance (such as on 

the CBAs or the TAKs test). One teacher suggested that these systems were integral to 

many teachers‟ work, because without them, “you‟re shooting in the dark.” In fact, 

teachers‟ reliance on CARS and Flightpath seemed to flow from their overall focus on the 

SEs, than by any formal district or school efforts specifically geared at computer data 

systems.  

Teachers described few formal district or school efforts to enhance or expand the 

use of computer data systems. Further, they frequently described trainings relating to 

computer data systems as being ineffective. One described such trainings as a “cognitive 

dump.” His peers described how training seldom went beyond being shown how to log 

into a system and how trainers might extol the benefits of a system, but then “walk away” 

without offering additional guidance. Lamenting the “here it is, now go” approach, one 

group wished that future trainings would be more in depth, building up skills over time. 

Below, I describe the role of CARS, Flightpath, and other systems (including Dashboard 

Central) in McElroy Falls teachers‟ practice.  

CARS. CARS was still in use at the elementary school. Although the teachers in 

this focus group reported using CARS themselves, they felt this was partly due to their 

personal investment in using data to inform practice. They agreed it was “naïve” to think 

that a large majority of their peers were using CARS regularly. In fact, one confided that 
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she was regularly the go-to person for showing people how to log on. Indeed, these 

teachers described CARS as sometimes tedious to use and requiring some personal 

investment. One described how pulling data about specific objectives often involved 

multiple steps, adding “I don‟t really blame them for not knowing how to do it.”  

Flightpath. The secondary schools had shifted from CARS to Flightpath. This 

transition had gone smoothly and without complaint. It may have helped that many 

teachers had been previously exposed to CARS. Flightpath was repeatedly described by 

secondary teachers as easy to use—offering analyses that were similar to those in CARS, 

if not also more robust and with less strain. On the surface, Flightpath was seen as fitting 

naturally into their data use practices. Beneath the surface, however, there were marked 

differences in how campuses approached data use (and thus, Flightpath use). One campus 

described a hands-off approach to both, with teachers describing having to learn to use 

Flightpath by experimenting on their own. The other campus described stronger levels of 

both data and Flightpath use, with teachers regularly using data from Flightpath to 

collaborate in weekly or monthly meetings. One even described using Flightpath data to 

help students understand the relationship between SEs on tests and SEs in class work.  

Other systems. Teachers also mentioned a few other computer systems that they 

found informative. Which systems they used, however, tended to differ. Those that dealt 

more with instructional intervention and support seemed to use such systems the most. 

One who dealt with student behavior support at this school described regular use of the 

system housing discipline information (something that his peers all had access to and 

were interested to learn about, but had not explored as he had). One system that was 

asked about or that came up in every focus group was the Dashboard Central system. 

Some were oblivious about the system having been purchased; others had heard via word 
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of mouth that Dashboard Central was coming, but didn‟t know what it would entail or 

when.  

Teachers also described their ideal systems. Sometimes these were specifically 

described as hopes about what Dashboard Central might offer, sometimes these were 

about future technologies in general. Overall, teachers wanted integrated computer data 

systems. They hoped these would ease the burdens of data use at their schools. Their 

burdens included having to hand copy or enter data, sit through long meetings in order to 

get a sense for how their students‟ data compared to others, and having to access multiple 

systems (including hard copy files) in order to learn about students. For instance, one 

teacher described how simply attempting to find out if a student had attended summer 

school could take a week of digging.  

McElroy Falls Conclusion 

My research questions attended to how districts intend for computer data systems 

to influence teachers‟ practices, and to what practices are actually enacted. In what 

follows, I summarize perspectives about data and computer data systems as they were 

held throughout the district, as well as what outcomes they had for teachers‟ practices.   

The McElroy Falls district and data. Throughout the McElroy Falls district, I 

found a strong orientation toward aligning instructional practices to student learning 

objectives (i.e. SEs). The use of student data, especially those data about performance 

according to the SEs, fit readily into how people conceptualized their jobs. Central office 

members were intent on supporting this orientation, and this came through in how 

campus administrators and teachers perspectives their work. Although McElroy Falls 

campus administrators differed in their investment and approaches to supporting data use, 
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they agreed that teaching, learning, and reteaching were activities to be held in accord 

with the SEs. 

Although this focus privileged certain sources of data, such as the TAKS test and 

CBAs, teachers suggested that these could be woven into their own approaches to 

understanding students and to teaching. Accordingly, they felt that some sources of data, 

such as the CBAs, could be improved toward those ends. Although the CBAs had not 

been perfected, improving the CBAS, understandings about the CBAs, and district 

assessment policies was part of central office efforts.  

The McElroy Falls district and computer data systems. The systems that took 

the spotlight in the McElroy Falls district were CARS and Flightpath. These catered to 

data about student performance according to the SEs. Generally, both systems fit what 

people sought out in a computer data system, but Flightpath, this was commonly seen as 

occurring to an even better degree. Flightpath was commonly seen as offering functions 

similar to those of CARS, but in ways that were more user friendly and even more robust.  

The story of Dashboard Central, however, was more troubled. The litany of issues 

stalling its effective implementation included technical difficulties, ineffective training, 

lack of responsiveness from the vendor, and lack of organization overall. An additional 

observation, however, might also be made: central office planners overestimated the ease 

with which Dashboard Central would be technically and practically integrated into 

district structures. In the rush to ensure that the system was in educators‟ hands before the 

first day of school, much faith was placed in a single training. The training itself was 

short, lacked support from Dashboard Central, and went little further than how to log in 

and get familiar with the system. It was unclear how the system should be used in the 

future, as well as how attendees should use their new knowledge to benefit their 

campuses.  
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Nonetheless, when high-ranking central office members were asked why people 

might be confused about the system or not regularly using it, the common response was 

that it was because the system was new and that these conditions would “change as we 

move forward.” For central office planners, implementation was assumed to take place at 

single point of introduction—an implementation line. From there, Dashboard Central was 

assumed to have predetermined and natural effects on work. Central office planners 

considered the system “deployed” and it took some time before lack of use of Dashboard 

Central was treated as a problem. Not until the end of the first semester did central office 

planners begin to discuss how to “redeploy” the system.  

In fact, some teachers and campus administrators lamented the “here it is, now 

go” approach that they often saw in district trainings. These participants specifically 

requested trainings that were sustained, given a practical edge, and that would build skills 

up over time. They saw learning to weave a system into practice as something that takes 

place over an extended period of time, allowing people to experiment and make sense of 

technologies in iterative and gradual ways.  

Outcomes in McElroy Falls teachers’ practice. Teachers reported regularly 

using computer data systems to access data about students‟ performance on the SEs, often 

represented in the CBAs and TAKS tests. Depending on the school level, the systems 

they used were CARS and Flightpath, with the latter typically being considered an easier 

to use and more robust cousin of the former. Dashboard Central was little more than a 

rumor to most teachers. 

Although the role of CARS and Flightpath in practice was fairly consistent, this is 

not to say that they played their roles evenly at all schools. Teachers differed in their 

perspectives about data, especially when it came to data from the CBAs. It stands within 

reason to think that attitudes about the CBAs might also have a hand whether teachers 
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use system to access data about them. Certainly, teachers reported that because trainings 

for technology were unsatisfactory, their learning of computer data systems stemmed out 

of their personal commitment to obtaining data.  

A PORTRAIT OF LILAC SPRINGS 

Interviews, focus groups, and observations helped reveal the distinct views held 

by central office members, campus administrators, and teachers. Views among these 

levels were often fragmented. People at each level were on different pages when it came 

to what data were important and what role computer data systems might play in 

supporting teaching and learning. Table 3 provides an overview of the various 

perspectives held by each level as they related to data and computer data systems. These 

perspectives are reported to greater detail below.  

Lilac Springs Central Office 

Although central office members had clear views about data and computer data 

systems, these views seemed disjointed when compared with what actions they actually 

took. In this section, I first describe their perspectives data as being about developing 

holistic views of students. Second, I describe their approach to data use. Although they 

saw attitudes about data to be a challenge in the district, the central office approach was 

to focus on one-time trainings for reading data. Third, I describe their perspectives about 

data systems, including their purposes and challenges. Fourth, I describe their approach 

to data systems. This included deciding not to work on integrating computer data 

systems, even though it was an oft-mentioned issue in the district.  

Lilac Springs central office perspectives about data. Central office members 

were sincere about the potential for data to improve student learning. In this, two views 

were especially prevalent, and for some, overlapping. First, central office members saw 
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Table 3 

Overview of Lilac Springs Perspectives about Data and Computer Data Systems by Role 

 Data Computer Data Systems 

Role 
Attitudes and 

Orientations 
District Efforts 

Attitudes and 

Orientations 
District Efforts 

Central Office 

Data help focus on 

particular student 

demographic groups, as 

well as to develop 

holistic views of 

students.  

One-time trainings at 

campuses about 

interpreting results from 

variety of printouts of 

student data.   

PMI Plus seen as 

offering specific, 

comprehensive data 

about students. Lack of 

integration among many 

systems seen as barrier 

to data use.  

Sunset of some systems. 

Postponed plans to 

integrate computer data 

systems. Making-do 

with using people to 

generate and integrate 

data. 

Campus 

Administrators 

Data about student 

performance according 

to learning objectives 

offers feedback for 

instruction and 

programmatic decisions.  

Few references to 

personal involvement in 

data use. Central office 

and instructional 

coaches seen as leaders 

for data use.  

Reliance on different 

systems at different 

schools. Flightpath and 

PMI indistinguishable in 

discourse.  

Few references to 

formal support for 

computer data systems, 

with some stoicism 

about the sunsetting of 

systems. 

Teachers 

Some rejected data for 

being contrary to 

personal opinions or 

inaccurate, instead 

preferring teacher-made 

data. Others positive 

about data in many 

forms. 

District efforts seen as 

about generating 

compliance for data 

collection, not use in 

practice. Trainings seen 

as lacking practical 

edge.  

Systems used depended 

on the teacher, with 

many gravitating toward 

Student Track (for 

grades and attendance) 

only. PMI Plus and 

Flightpath considered 

irrelevant to practice.  

Few references to 

formal support for 

computer data systems. 

A few lamented 

sunsetting of systems.  
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data as a way to help guide services to particular student demographic groups. Second, 

they wanted data to be one facet of a holistic view of individual students.  

Central office members saw data as a way to channel how campuses attended to 

particular student demographic groups. Three student demographic groups emerged in 

particular: students classified as economically disadvantaged, academically high-

achieving students, and academically struggling students. Although Lilac Springs is 

comprised of relatively few economically-disadvantaged students, central office members 

described how state accountability ratings created an increased focus on these students. In 

order for the district to maintain its state ranking of exemplary (the highest ranking), 25% 

of its economically disadvantaged students need to score at the “commended” level (the 

highest level).   

Additionally, central office members saw data as a way to direct attention to 

students who were academically high-achieving and those who were struggling. In Lilac 

Springs, however, these two groups were defined differently than in common parlance. 

Central office members described Lilac Springs students as literally “off the charts 

smart.” They reported that the bottom 25th percentile in Lilac Springs typically scores at 

the 50th percentile nationally. “Our low is 25% higher than the country; our high is also 

25% higher than the country.” In fact, one administrator spoke about the “challenging 

student” in Lilac Springs as being the high-achieving student. As a result, central office 

members indicated that this caused some ambiguity for schools regarding how to identify 

and serve struggling students. While one student might need support in order to keep up 

with other students in the Lilac Springs, another might need support just to keep up in 

school generally. Accordingly, central office members described the need for campuses 

to refine their approaches to applying intervention programs.  
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Central office members also saw data as being about providing a holistic view of 

individual students. They frequently expressed the expectation that data help teachers 

better understand the “whole student.” They suggested that “everything informs” and that 

offering teachers a variety of data would help them arrange “pieces of the puzzle” in 

order to “tell the story” of individual students. Notably, central office members spoke in 

terms of wanting campus level educators to have a general awareness about students. 

Rarely did they describe the possibility of connecting insights from data to changes in 

changes in curriculum or instruction. Only once was it suggested that different data might 

have different properties, or that specific sources of data might be more informative for 

different goals. Examples of this might include recognizing that some data are more 

appropriate for providing a quick snapshot of student needs during the lesson planning 

process, while another might be better for developing a summative or historical view of 

the student‟s overall development.  

Lilac Springs central office approach to data use. Central office‟s orientations 

toward data also shaped its treatment of campus level data use. Their approach to creating 

increased attention to certain student groups, along with their emphasis on holistic views 

of individual students, was evident in their training of campus level educators. These took 

the form of one-time trainings where several central office members would “show” 

teacher teams (e.g., grade levels or departments) or administrators student data.  

For each meeting, central office members personally assembled data into 

hardcopy printouts regarding two students served by each team. One student was high-

achieving, while the other was struggling academically. The focus was on interpreting 

results for each individual student in order to provide conjecture regarding “the story” of 

the student. Thus, a host of printouts (typically housed in disparate computer data 

systems) was involved. These comprised of data from state assessments, district 
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benchmarks, attendance records, and “learning probes6.” Further, central office members 

offered educators a variety views on the data, including at the national, district, campus, 

and grade levels. Data for the student also covered several years of performance. Central 

office members suggested that the increased awareness created by this training was 

intended to fit into an overall emphasis on providing better instructional supports and 

interventions for students. It was unclear if such changes were to be for individual 

students or for groups of students. Meetings concluded by providing teams with referrals 

to instructional resources and the campus instructional coach. 

Finally, although central office members described these trainings as their 

strategy for enhancing campus level data use, they were also forthcoming that the “mind 

set” and culture of the district relating to data use was a problem. Some described that 

data was “boring” to some campus level educators. One suggested that assessment was a 

“dirty word” to some of educators, but that the district was also at a “tipping point.” One 

high-ranking central office member suggested that this would involve making 

connections between practice and being informed about students. “Data doesn‟t excite 

[teachers]. Information excites them. What is it that I can learn about my students that I 

can use next time? How do I manage all that information?” 

Even so, central office members had trouble arriving at concrete strategies for 

shifting attitudes and perceptions. One high-ranking central office member suggested that 

one remedy could involve shifting to talk about “informative assessment,” which is 

something that the district had sent campus teams to learn about out-of-state. In this vein, 

one central office member described how providing educators with narratives about data 

use helping a student contributed to educators‟ sense of motivation; another suggested 

                                                 
6 Also known as “screeners,” the probes consisted of short assessments, usually lasting only a few minutes. 

They were administered at least once a month, with the results housed in the PMI Plus system.  
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that imposing data-based practices at the maintenance and operations level might 

“expose” educators to the value of data use.  

Lilac Springs central office members’ perspectives about data systems. 

Central office members described their districts‟ computer data systems, along with the 

differentiated roles they envisioned them playing in teachers‟ data use. Two stood out as 

most relevant to campus level educators‟ data use. The first was Progress Monitoring and 

Intervention Plus (PMI Plus), which was most commonly described as a tool for 

pinpointing students‟ learning needs. Central office members suggested that PMI Plus 

offered a “comprehensive look at the child” and the ability to “exactly identify” students‟ 

specific needs (e.g., phonics, reading fluency, math computation, math applications). This 

ability was made possible via the learning probes, whose data are housed in PMI Plus. 

Thus, central office members saw great potential for PMI Plus to improve teacher 

practice, alignment to state learning standards, and supporting students‟ various learning 

needs.  

The other was Flightpath, which was generally characterized as the system for 

accessing TAKS and district benchmark scores. Only one central office member 

described Flightpath as also affording instant feedback for teacher practice, such as via 

associating quizzes with learning objectives and charting student performance. 

Otherwise, Flightpath was not characterized as a tool for teachers.  

Additionally, central office members were frustrated that their district had no 

technologies for integrating data from the district‟s many stand-alone systems. One called 

it a “hodge podge, where there is data, but there is nothing that really consolidates it or 

that correlates that information.” Several described how having so many systems meant 

additional troubles trying to remember how to log in to them—both for campus educators 

and for central office members themselves. One characterized this as an “instant 
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roadblock” to data use. Despite these frustrations, central office planners decided that 

obtaining an integrated system was too costly (see Lilac Springs central office approach 

to data systems).  

Lilac Springs central office approach to data systems. The Lilac Springs 

approach to data systems was shaped by budgetary constraints. One measure was to 

sunset systems that were not widely used throughout the district. Another was to suspend 

plans to seek out an integrated data system.  

One consequence of this approach was that central office members had to make 

do with the disparate, extant systems. One central office member spun this as the “human 

resource solution” to integrating data. He described this in terms of trading one cost for 

another. Unable to pay for an integrated data system, the district was paying for 

instructional coaches and central office members to gather data and to share it with 

campus level educators. This involved multiple log-ins and queries before having data 

that was ready to be shared or analyzed. He saw the trade, however, as one that also 

offered campus level educators opportunity to interact with knowledgeable staff members 

about data.  

The issue of cost is a telling one. No central office members described relying on 

extant systems as potentially costing students gains in learning. Instead, the focus was on 

how difficult an integrated system would be to pay for. One high-ranking central office 

member called it “unbelievably expensive.” Upon overhearing the price quote from one 

vendor, the superintendent had only one word to say, “Damn!” Another central office 

member described how having an integrated data system was an “absolutely great idea” 

but so “horribly expensive” that the “emotional feeling and reality of the moment was, 

„we don‟t have the money to do that.‟”  
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Overall, the Lilac Springs central office approach to computer data systems was 

indicative of the belief that technologies are simply tools for accessing data quickly. 

Throughout central office, participants described the value of an integrated data system in 

terms of savings in time and effort. One called paying for the “convenience” of not 

having to go through so many hoops. By assuming that data systems had only this simple 

and predetermined effect, it was easy to conclude that they were too expensive. If 

“everything informs,” it matters little where the data comes from, if it‟s on a print out, or 

if it took someone else a little bit of work to assemble. Absent in the Lilac Springs central 

office view was the notion that computer data systems might make other contributions to 

teacher practice, such as more powerful, more illuminating, representations of data. 

Lilac Springs Campus Administrators 

In contrast to the holistic view of students promoted by central office members, 

campus administrators focused on data as feedback about specific standards or 

expectations. Below, I first describe campus administrators‟ perspectives about data and 

how the role they saw it playing in teachers‟ practice. Second, I describe their 

perspectives about the central office approach to supporting data use. They typically 

considered central office members and instructional coaches as the major point of 

leverage for data use on their campuses. Third, I describe campus administrators‟ 

perspectives about computer data systems. Although these fit with their views about data, 

which systems they saw as best fitting tended to vary. Further, they had little to say when 

it came to what role, if any, central office played in supporting the role of data systems in 

teachers‟ practices.  

Lilac Springs campus administrators’ perspectives about data. Generally, 

campus administrators spoke about data as being important for two ends. One involved 
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seizing the opportunity to meet students‟ instructional needs. In the words of one 

administrator, this was about how to “choose the right kids to work on the right 

objectives at the right time.”  

The other involved enhancing programmatic decisions. At the elementary and 

middle schools, this typically centered around interventions for struggling students (such 

as with the RTI process). These campus administrators saw data as important to 

identifying struggling students, making decisions about the best ways to support those 

students. At the high school level, however, this also manifested in terms of decisions 

about course offerings and schedules. Much of this attention was geared not only at 

ensuring that students graduated, but that they were set up to compete for college 

admittance. Thus, there was some discussion about using data to monitor and counsel 

students toward appropriate courses, this was within the larger context of what 

repercussions coursework and achievement had on things like class rank, financial aid 

opportunities, and prestige of college destination.   

In this, campus administrators saw teachers‟ perceptions about data as being 

influential to their data use. At every level, they described their faculties‟ varying 

affinities for and valuing of data use. There was little agreement about why perceptions 

among teachers differed. Some attributed this to issues of assessment, such not 

understanding to how develop or use the right assessments. At the elementary school, the 

problem was described in terms of the stress from hand grading and entering data into the 

PMI Plus system, combined with the need for more experience in teaching and in data 

use. Notably, although administrators spoke as if these perceptions had the potential the 

change, none described intentionally working to shift them or to otherwise prioritize 

shifting perceptions.  



 

 115 

  Lilac Springs campus administrators‟ perspectives about central office approach. 

Campus administrators described the importance of central office members and 

instructional coaches to enhancing and expanding data use at their schools. This typically 

related to the trainings provided by central office members, which were then supported 

by the coaches. Coaches were described as valuable, both for being collegial and readily 

accessible. One particularly exuberant campus administrator described: 

It‟s been very positive with our [central office members] and our coaches… We 

are tethered and we are supported. We are not told what to do. We‟re told maybe 

a suggestion on how to do it. They are very well respected. They are 

knowledgeable. They are talented. At first, there were some [doubts about data 

use trainings], but now the mindset is that we don‟t know what we would do 

without them. 

 Administrators also described their central office as being responsive and 

“realistic” about their expectations for improvement. While one described this in terms of 

recognizing that campuses are all at different starting points when it comes to data use 

practices, this seemed to translate generally into few expectations regarding principals‟ 

leadership around data use. Principals did not describe making strong efforts to be 

personally involved in their faculties‟ data use, beyond occasionally meeting with 

teachers and otherwise ensuring that they have opportunity to meet with central office or 

other support staff. In one of the few references made by a principal about playing a 

personal role in data use, one said, “I meet with the teams and we talk about how you are 

using [data]. I want to hear how you are using it. Our intervention specialists meet with 

them and how they are using it and really get them set up and trained.” 

Lilac Springs campus administrators’ perspectives about computer data 

systems. Campus administrators‟ perspectives about computer data systems dovetailed 

with their views on data use. They saw systems as serving two basic ends: attending to 
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individual students‟ learning needs and enhancing programmatic decisions. When it came 

to which systems best served those ends, however, there was less agreement.  

Some of this was attributable to the circumstance that different school levels had 

different systems, some of which were unique to their level. For example, the elementary 

school administrators described a supplemental reading program as best serving the goal 

of individualized instruction. Similarly, the high school administrators described systems 

that only they used, since these were aimed at applying and gaining admittance into 

college. 

Some of this, however, was also a sign of the interpretive flexibility of computer 

data systems. For example, systems like Flightpath and PMI Plus were shared among 

levels7. Unlike central office members, however, campus administrators rarely 

distinguished between Flightpath and PMI Plus. Most typically, they discussed them in 

the same breath. Further, how they were characterized differed by school level. At the 

elementary school, Flightpath and PMI Plus were seen as useful for programmatic 

decisions and the monitoring of student progress. They were described as less integral to 

teaching, gearing themselves more for any staff who might have a hand in supporting 

students or communicating with parents (e.g., interventionists or administrators, in 

addition to teachers). At the middle school, Flightpath and PMI Plus were described as a 

tool for teachers, gearing themselves toward collaborative planning. At the high school, 

Flightpath was characterized as best for helping teachers to analyze data on state tests and 

district benchmarks. This was often described in the context of attending to individual 

students and their learning needs.  

                                                 
7 Flightpath was shared throughout the district; PMI Plus was available at the elementary and middle 

school levels, but not the high school.   
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Finally, campus administrators saw few district efforts for enhancing or 

expanding the use of computer data systems. At the elementary school, instructional 

coaches and other staff were described as one approach. The nature of this support, 

however, was idiosyncratic. It included accessing data and “doing the paperwork” for 

teachers, offering side-by-side help, and simply “taking a step back.” Otherwise, campus 

administrators had mixed feelings about central office‟s decisions relating to technology 

and data systems. A few were stoic about the recent sunsetting of systems, suggesting 

that teachers would make do by substituting one system for a discontinued favorite. A 

few were also slightly negative. They described lack of responsiveness about requests for 

purchases, training, and technical support. In fact, one administrator was particularly 

astounded when the technology department “used data” to show that his campus had 

depleted its allotment of technical support hours, thus leaving it without help until the 

policy could be undone. 

Lilac Springs Teachers 

 Teachers disagreed about what data meant for practice. Below, I first describe 

teachers‟ positive and negative perspectives about data. Second, I describe their 

perspectives about the central office approach to data use, which sometimes came across 

as being about generating compliance for collecting data, rather than reflecting on it. 

Third, I describe the role of computer data systems in Lilac Springs teachers‟ practices. 

Standing in stark contrast to what central office members would hope teachers might be 

using, teachers in the Lilac Springs district tended to reject granular data about student 

performance, in favor of their online gradebook.  

 Lilac Springs teachers’ perspectives about data. Lilac Springs teachers had 

mixed feelings about data and data use. Two schools were negative about data use, while 
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one was relatively positive. The tension among teachers can be understood as relating to 

the issue of professional judgment.  

 Teachers who were most frustrated with their district‟s efforts for data use tended 

to center their concerns on the tension between data and what, as one teacher put it, they 

knew in their “heart of hearts” about students. Another teacher cast this in light of how 

data failed to capture the “truth” about student needs. Teachers‟ frustrations fell into two 

categories. One related to the perceived shortcomings of certain data, the other related to 

the perception that data contradicted what they felt they knew about their students.  

 Discussions about the shortcomings of data related to standardized assessments 

and other data that teachers felt were external to their regular classroom routines. As 

points of contrast, teachers typically highlighted the value of things like in-class 

observation over time, relationships with students, and the sense of intuition one develops 

over years of experience. Repeatedly, teachers emphasized that there is a side to 

classroom teaching that is both ineffable and invaluable. One teacher lamented that: 

There was a day when a lot of worth was placed on the intuitiveness of a 

classroom teacher. We couldn‟t really put it down in numbers necessarily, but we 

knew a lot. [From this,] you could function on what you knew, so that‟ll leave a 

bad taste in your mouth about data. I just want my focus to be teaching these kids, 

and I trust my intuition to do that. I understand the parameters around the 

[learning objectives]. 

Another teacher expressed concerns that an increased focus on data also meant 

less leeway in being responsive to students‟ interests. Being able to re-arrange lessons on-

the-fly “is awesome, because you know this class is getting a way better education than 

the one before it. For the most part, what goes on in that classroom is so amazing and so 

different. It has so much more information than what is on a piece of paper.” Other 

teachers described how it is classroom experience that allows one to predict both the 
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benefits and the sticking points of a particular lesson, and that standardized data are 

unable to offer insight about these things.  

 Discussions about data contradicting teacher judgment were much more likely to 

relate to particular assessments and their properties. For example, teachers at the 

elementary school were especially critical of the district “probes.” Although the exact 

nature of a probe differed by grade level and subject area tested, each was designed to 

take only a few minutes and to be administered every few weeks. Contrary to the 

expectation that such assessments might be valuable to teachers as a source of regular, 

timely, and granular feedback about student needs, the Lilac Springs elementary teachers 

described administering the tests but rarely reflecting on them. Overall, teachers 

suggested that the probes did not accurately describe what students actually knew. One 

dimension to this was that probes were timed. Detractors described this as “unfair” and 

“skewed.” One reported that some students “freak out,” while another felt that students 

who were “good guessers” were slipping through the cracks.  

 The issue about the probes‟ accuracy, however, may relate less to their 

psychometric properties than teachers‟ data literacy. One type of probe that was much 

criticized by elementary teachers was a test on reading fluency. Teachers repeatedly 

emphasized that students who did poorly on this test were strong at comprehension and 

knew how to read. It may be worth mentioning, however, that fluency and 

comprehension are distinct dimensions to reading ability. Teachers did not distinguish 

between the two or otherwise indicate that the ability to read fluently came with its own 

set of benefits to students. 

Further, these various frustrations do not mean that teachers were against data in a 

wholesale fashion. One school was more positive than the others (see Other Factors 

below), and across the groups teachers made some qualifications about a sources of data 
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they did prefer. For example, teachers were fine with what they considered their own 

data. In the words of one teacher, “I know what I see on a day-to-day basis is more 

valuable than what I see on a snapshot.” Examples of these data included grades, running 

records, and portfolios of student work. Teachers considered these things that any good 

teacher would collect as a part of their regular routines. Examples of applications for 

these data included communicating with parents or creating reading groups. Additionally, 

some elementary teachers qualified their criticism of data by suggesting that untimed or 

adequately timed tests were more acceptable (e.g., DRA).  

Overall, teachers‟ receptivity to data seemed to hinge on the ability to weave data 

into routines that were already in place, rather than using data to make large changes to 

practice. In the words of one teacher who was especially positive about data use, “even 

the best of the best teachers can only change about 10 percent of what they do in year.”  

 Lilac Springs teachers’ perspectives about central office approach. Teachers‟ 

perspectives about the district‟s approach to data use helps provide some insight into why 

teachers‟ attitudes about data were mixed, if somewhat negative. As the example about 

fluency tests illustrates above, teachers were not entirely clear about the properties or 

intents of the data before them. In Lilac Springs, teachers had not made sense of how and 

why data might play a role in educational practice. Moreover, teachers credited central 

office with little in terms of enhancing or expanding their data use. Generally, they saw 

the central office doing two things: calling for compliance and providing underwhelming 

training for data use. 

 Teachers described how data for them was about complying to demands about 

testing. This was often a source of frustration. As one teacher summed, “We‟re asked to 

do this assessment—do this every month—do this and that. And we‟re not feeling like 

it‟s beneficial. It‟s more just being handed down… It‟s one more thing we have to do in 
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our day.” No other expectations were described by teachers regarding these data, and 

many were open about ignoring the information.  

Accordingly, some teachers talked about data as if it was something to “produce” 

for central office. This was a source for frustration on two levels. First, teachers felt that 

central office had little understanding about the time burdens required to produce this 

data. Beyond giving up time for testing, additional tasks for teachers might include 

grading, copying, and inputting data into computer systems themselves. Second, several 

teachers questioned that the data that they were producing for central office was even 

being used. While some felt that central office was not doing anything with these data, a 

few expressed hopes that they were. The bottom line, however, was that they were 

unclear about what should happen to data beyond compliance to testing. 

 Teachers were also underwhelmed with their training for data use. Perhaps in line 

with the central office orientation to “showing” teachers data, teachers described training 

as an opportunity to “look” at data. Several teachers lamented that they had all this data, 

but that trainings failed to help them see what to do with it. In all groups, teachers 

described district trainings for data use lacking a practical edge or as being something 

they‟d be doing anyways.  

 Computer data systems and Lilac Springs teachers’ practice. Teachers 

described few formal district or school efforts to enhance or expand the use of computer 

data systems. Generally, how teachers saw and used computer data systems differed from 

what central office members and campus administrators envisioned. Indeed, what 

computer data systems teachers used, as well has how they used them, was typically a 

matter of teachers‟ individual preferences. Because Lilac Springs has many distinct 

systems, all of them housing different types of data in isolation, preferences for particular 

systems were also tied to what data were housed in the system.  



 

 122 

Generally, teachers prized systems for how well they fit into routines they were 

already doing. Accordingly, a few, especially the elementary school teachers, lamented 

the loss of favorite computer data systems during the district sunsetting process. Of the 

systems that were commonly available at all school levels, it was the Student Track 

system (which served as an online gradebook) that teachers valued. Like a paper 

gradebook, Student Track offered teachers the ability to record assignment grades, 

develop course grades, and track attendance. For this reason, teachers described Student 

Track as fitting in with what “we‟re already doing every day, if not every period.” What 

Student Track offered that paper gradebooks don‟t, however, is instant access to student‟s 

grades and attendance, including in other teachers‟ courses and over previous years. 

Teachers described a variety of benefits to this capability. For example, they 

enjoyed being able to look for patterns in grades, attendance, or missing work. This 

helped them see if academic troubles might span a student‟s entire day or recent history. 

Teachers felt that this information enhanced their conversations with parents and with 

students. Notably, however, the contribution to teacher insight made by Student Track 

was about student affect—not students‟ instructional needs. Teachers made no mention of 

Student Track as enhancing or influencing their instructional practices.  

Systems such as PMI Plus and Flightpath were little mentioned as relevant to 

practice. References to PMI Plus typically related to compliance to demands that teachers 

administer the probes, which are housed in PMI Plus. Given that teachers were 

dismissive of the data from the probes, it is not surprising that they did not see PMI Plus 

as contributing to instructional practices.  

Flightpath also held little value for teachers, with one notable exception. This 

exception serves to highlight how capitalizing on computer data systems in Lilac Springs 

was also a matter of individual preferences. One participant reported integrating 
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Flightpath into much of how he assessed students and adjusted his instruction. This 

teacher described associating his quiz questions with state standards, then disaggregating 

and charting the progress of individuals and the class. His use of Flightpath, however, 

was atypical of the school. He also admitted that it represented a major investment in 

time that included delving into state standards, scanning materials, and frequently 

accessing Flightpath from home. Another participant admitted that she admired these 

uses of Flightpath, but had found them difficult to replicate.  

Other Factors 

Below, I discuss some additional factors that influenced the use of data and data 

systems in the Lilac Springs district. The first, district instructional coaches, was an 

important topic throughout each district level. The second, collaborative routines, helps to 

explain differences among the schools in this study.  

Instructional coaches. Each school had several instructional coaches, each 

specializing technology or certain instructional content areas. Degrees of enthusiasm 

about coaches varied among roles, central office and campus administrators being most 

positive. Teachers who spoke about instructional coaches were generally positive, but not 

all teachers were engaged on the topic. Accordingly, the picture that emerged of 

instructional coaches was that these roles had potential to influence teachers‟ uses of data 

and computer data systems, but that these results were also not guaranteed.   

One especially vocal teacher described his school‟s coaches as “highly talented 

teachers. They know both technology and very well and they also know how to apply and 

to build [instruction]… They are a perfect choice for our school.” Although such praise 

was strong for a teacher to give, it harmonized with the opinions of central office 

members and campus administrators. These roles suggested that instructional coaches 
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were respected and collegial with teachers. Coaches were described as fulfilling three 

important functions: boundary spanning among roles, serving as instructional leaders, and 

easing some of the burdens of data use. Below, I describe these functions and some 

limitations facing the role of instructional coaches in Lilac Springs.  

Boundary spanning among roles. Instructional coaches collaborated regularly 

with multiple levels of the district, from central office down on down to teachers. 

Accordingly, there was common agreement that coaches were intended to serve as an 

avenue for linking teachers to initiatives emanating from central office, especially those 

relating to data use and instructional improvement. One principal described his coaches 

as the “conduit for data” into his school. This involved not only training teachers in data 

use, but also working side-by-side or offering other specialized assistance.  

Instructional leadership. Principals were especially positive about how 

instructional coaches were able to contribute to the instructional leadership on their 

campuses. While all roles agreed that coaches were experts in their areas of 

specialization, principals saw this expertise as simultaneously affording teachers more 

robust attention and contributing to the principals‟ overall capacity to oversee schoolwide 

issues. In the words of one principal: 

I use [individual level] data less and meet with teachers less now that I have 

instructional strategy people on campus. They are really using it—really meeting 

with teachers. She understands the math completely, with a much higher 

understanding than I have. My reading specialist understands the reading piece 

much higher than I do. So I would say I‟m not moving away from it, because I 

still look at Flightpath. But I look at it by teacher level. That‟s a different 

objective that is being met. I meet with teachers and talk about it, but it‟s less 

now, just because of the support that is available on campus. 

Importantly, principals did not see this as handing off responsibility for 

instructional leadership. Rather, they saw it as improving the overall network of support 
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for teachers. When asked about what it was like to share the responsibility for 

instructional leadership, one principal explained: 

I can‟t be the expert in every single thing, there is no way. I would be kidding 

myself and I would be kidding the staff. I mean, I know enough about each one 

to—to be dangerous so to speak, to be in the loop. But I can‟t be everywhere. I 

can‟t know everything. To be effective, it‟s a collaboration. 

Easing the burdens of data use. Accessing and interpreting data in the Lilac 

Springs district was often a burdensome process, sometimes exacerbated by the lack of 

adequate computer data systems. Instructional coaches in Lilac Springs were described as 

helping to relieve some of the burdens associated with data use. Although coaches at 

some schools focused on some steps more than others, in aggregate, they were reported 

as having a hand in multiple steps along the data use process. These steps included: 

providing training and guidance for data use; designing or helping to design local 

assessments; assisting in entering and interpreting data; accessing, integrating, and 

distributing data; and participating in instructional planning.  

Some of these functions (such as accessing, integrating, and distributing data) are 

commonly seen as the benefits of integrated computer data systems8. As described above 

(see Lilac Springs central office approach to data systems), one Lilac Springs central 

office member spun the use of instructional coaches in this manner as the “human 

resources solution.” In the long run, using people to serve in the stead of computers can 

be inefficient. This central office member, however, argued that it did at least have the 

advantage of ensuring follow through for the various steps involved in data use: 

If say we eliminated those employees and used that money to pay for just a single 

data system, they may be able to get data, but we have no idea if they‟re using 

                                                 
8 It should be noted, however, that the design computer data systems continues to advance. Functions such 

as providing additional training or assistance in instructional planning are quickly finding their way into the 

host of dimensions to these systems (Wayman et al., 2010).  
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it—or even what they are using it for. So we‟ve kind of erred on the side of “lets 

go with a human resource solution to solving the problem.” In a perfect world we 

would have both. We would have the coaches there to help them figure it out, but 

we would also have [an integrated computer data system]. 

Limitations of instructional coaches in Lilac Springs. Although remarks about 

the role of instructional coaches in the Lilac Springs district were typically positive, the 

success of people in these roles was not always guaranteed. A few teachers were 

lukewarm about their coaches, especially when they interpreted coaches attempts to 

“stand back” and give teachers greater responsibility in data use as unduly burdening 

teachers or withholding assistance. In this light, some of the praise for instructional 

coaches in Lilac Springs might also be interpreted in terms of a sense of recognition that 

a good match can be hard to make. One especially positive teacher surmised that hiring 

such coaches so well-tailored to his school had been a “remarkable” feat.   

Instructional coaches in Lilac Springs were also influenced by localized pressures 

that hindered their effectiveness in unpredictable ways. Who and how coaches helped 

sometimes seemed to rest in personal choice and local demands. For example, one coach 

confided that she didn‟t always agree with the policies she had to ask teachers to comply 

with. Because the instructional coach role was in its second year in Lilac Springs, 

coaches were sometimes described as still learning their roles or having them defined. 

This made enhancing and expanding data use an uneven process. For example, one Lilac 

Springs central office member admitted how planners had wrongfully assumed that 

campus level training on data use in the first year would happen of its own accord: 

We had trained [the coaches] on what we had done the year before. They had also 

been a part of it on their own campuses previously. The expectation was that they 

would follow through with that. That collided with the concept of them 

developing relationships and having time to do it. It really never materialized. 

That was our fault in thinking we had them and that they could do it. I think next 

year they could. 
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Collaborative routines. In the preceding passages, teachers in the Lilac Springs 

district appeared as being of mixed mind. Positive attitudes about data and about using 

computer data systems seemed to occur only in pockets. It may be worth noting, 

however, that the two schools with the poorest attitudes about data and data systems also 

had the fewest routines for collaborating around data.  

 For example, one practice common to all the campuses was using data to identify 

struggling students and high-performing students. One way this was done involved tests 

housed in PMI Plus. The bottom quarter of students were assigned for extra help from the 

school interventionist, while the top students were placed in enrichment classes. 

Assigning students to these groups was a matter of policy, and some teachers expressed 

frustration that these decisions were not within their hands.  

 In contrast, teachers at the most positive school described a regular opportunities 

to collaborate around data—and to surpass these expectations. Teachers at this school 

saw data, and having a variety of data, as helping to balance their knowledge about 

students. Although teachers regularly met to confer about their students, weekly on “kid 

day” these meetings would also include their principal, counselors, instructional coaches, 

and other relevant staff. At these meetings, teachers reported discussing not only students 

who struggled academically, but also those students who struggled in social or emotional 

ways. Further, teachers also regularly discussed high-performing students and how they 

might best be served or rewarded. One teacher described how these conversations helped 

tailor her team‟s development of student community service projects. Another teacher 

suggested that these meetings helped form an unparalleled “net” around each student at 

his school that included parents and the community.  

 Notably, these meetings appeared as a routine that teachers at this school were 

would have been doing anyways, but with less acuity. That, certainly, is how their 
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principal described it. He stated that teachers had always met daily, but that “kid day” 

had become a formalized opportunity to include data as a part of those conversations. 

While it was evident that he took a strong personal role in ensuring that meetings focused 

on data and arrived at strategies for supporting students, he attributed the “turning point” 

on improving the depth and value of “kid day” to increased focuses on differentiation and 

Response to Intervention (RTI). In turn, teachers praised their campus administrators and 

staff as being especially knowledgeable and supportive at these meetings, but they too 

talked about the meetings as a matter of course. 

Lilac Springs Conclusion 

 My research questions attended to how districts intend for computer data systems 

to influence teachers‟ practices, and to what practices are actually enacted. In what 

follows, I summarize perspectives about data and computer data systems as they were 

held throughout the district, as well as what outcomes they had for teachers‟ practices.   

The Lilac Springs district and data. Perspectives among roles about the 

purposes and intents of data in the Lilac Springs district rarely connected to each other. 

Central office members saw data as being about fostering more holistic and more 

comprehensive views of students. Their goals for data were general—“everything 

informs.” Thus, initiatives for data use focused on merely providing a variety of 

information about students, mostly in the form of print outs from different systems and at 

different levels of aggregation (especially about students who fell into the categories of 

economically disadvantaged, academically high-achieving, or academically struggling). 

These activities were geared at creating additional awareness about students, and did not 

typically touch upon how this awareness might lead to specific changes in school or 

classroom practices.   
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Campus administrators were not oriented to this holistic view of data. Rather, they 

saw data as first being based in standards and expectations. In this way, instruction and 

programmatic decisions might be aligned—and rather than aiming their attention on 

several categories of students, it was the struggling student that campus administrators 

focused on. Further, teachers held mixed opinions about data. Most often, teachers 

thought of data in terms of compliance or of “producing” data for central office, rather 

than something to heed when planning or delivering instruction. Many reported feeling 

that data conflicted with their sense of truth and craft, while some made equivocations 

about preferring only certain forms of data (e.g., observation, portfolios of student work, 

or untimed tests). Further, one school was noticeably more positive about data than the 

others. Overall, factors such as school routines and knowledge about the properties of 

certain assessments seemed associated with teachers‟ attitudes.  

The Lilac Springs district and computer data systems. Understandings about 

computer data systems and ideas about their utility differed by role. For example, central 

office members saw systems such as Flightpath and PMI Plus as distinct from one 

another, with the latter being most aligned to the Lilac Springs central office priority of 

holistic views of students. For campus administrators, however, Euphoria and PMI Plus 

were not distinct and nearly always discussed in the same breath. For teachers, these 

systems played nearly no influential role their data use or instructional practices. Instead, 

if teachers were drawn to any data systems at all, it was more for their ability to fit 

preexisting practices than to create new ones. For example, teachers most valued their 

online gradebook.  

Efforts to support computer data systems and data use. Efforts to enhance or 

expand the role of computer data systems in teachers‟ practices were minimal. Efforts 

attending to teachers‟ practice took the shape of one-time trainings on how to interpret 
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data. These data were produced via disparate systems and in the form of multiple print 

outs. Besides this, data systems were given little other thought. No mention was made of 

these trainings linking system use to practice. In fact, teachers generally felt that most 

trainings for data use led by central office lacked a practical edge.  

Three dynamics seemed to greatly influence how the Lilac Springs district went 

about its approach to computer data systems: a material lack of systems, assumptions 

about systems, and problems in acting upon knowledge. First, Lilac Springs felt the 

constraints of a material lack of adequate computer data systems. Budgetary issues had 

not only derailed interest in obtaining more advanced computer data systems, they had 

also led to a sunsetting of systems. Although reducing the number of systems available 

(especially in preparation for one system to integrate extant systems) can seem 

reasonable, the Lilac Springs approach merely left teachers with fewer options. They 

typically were not versed in, or positive about, the systems that were remaining. 

Especially at the elementary school, teachers lamented the loss of systems they felt 

helped them use data to help students learn.  

Second, there was a common assumption among central office members and 

campus administrators that “making do” with extant systems would be good enough. The 

basic idea was that systems had the simple, predetermined effect of added convenience, 

but not necessarily added knowledge. Costs were measured in dollars, not the potential 

contributions of better systems or the burdens of current routines accessing and 

interpreting data. At central office, the attitude was that “everything is informative.” One 

might read into this attitude the assumption that everything is also equally informative. 

Accordingly, the sources of data (and their specific properties) might matter less than just 

having a variety of data. The result is that computer data systems become merely tools, 

and thus a non-issue. Their analytical capacities, as well as their potential to represent 
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data in novel ways, were typically cast to the background. Instead, print outs created and 

delivered by central office members or instructional coaches were assumed to be “close 

enough” to (or even better than) whatever a computer data system might offer. This 

second dynamic seemed to go hand-in-hand with the first. Budget constraints meant 

having to make do; being alright with making do meant diminishing the priority of 

systems within budgetary constraints.  

The third dynamic involved problems in acting upon knowledge. It was evident in 

central office member‟s and campus administrator‟s approaches to data and data systems. 

Both groups recognized teachers‟ perceptions about data to be a barrier to their data 

use—they saw teachers‟ as somewhat negative, but also ready to shift in attitude. Even 

so, neither group took significant action toward teachers‟ perceptions about data, data 

systems, or their connections to everyday work. What‟s more, the actions they did were 

sometimes contrary to reshaping such aims. Central office provided one-time trainings 

aimed at interpreting data, not shifting attitudes about it or connecting data and data 

systems to instructional practice. At the same time, principals tended to relegate 

leadership for data use to central office members and instructional coaches.  

Outcomes in Lilac Springs teachers’ practice. Left to their own devices, what 

was most immediate and most evident to teachers was that they were required to comply 

with mandates about administering assessments. Accordingly, tests were given, but their 

results rarely heeded. Teachers saw data as a thing to be “produced” for central office, 

not as a support for teaching and learning. For computer data systems, this meant that 

systems such as PMI Plus and Flightpath were rejected as “irrelevant” to the things that 

teachers were actually interested in. Little happened with them.  

Central office‟s belief that such systems had specific applications to different 

aspects of teaching and learning never won ground of its own accord. Teachers who 



 

 132 

arrived at such conclusions did so on their own. More typically, however, teachers relied 

upon forms of data that were already central to their classroom practices. Some of these 

were kept in no computer data system (e.g., portfolios of student work). Others were 

housed in a computer data system, but used in ways that differed little from what might 

otherwise happen without a data system (e.g., monitoring students‟ grades and attendance 

in an online gradebook).  

CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 

In the preceding sections, I presented a descriptive look at each study district. 

These were organized according to district levels (i.e., central office, campus 

administrator, and teacher) and attended to how each level conceptualized data, computer 

data systems, and efforts to influence teacher practice. Where applicable, I also attempted 

to identify relevant factors or issues that seemed to cross levels within districts.  

The purpose of this study was to explore the nature of school districts‟ efforts to 

improve data use via computer data systems. In order to get a sense for the nature of 

districts‟ efforts, I compared phenomena across the three study districts. In this, I sought 

to uncover what issues or themes were replicated throughout them. These endeavors were 

guided by my two research questions. The present section is divided into parts, one for 

each research question.  

Research Question One: How Do School Districts Intend for Computer Data 

Systems to Influence Teachers’ Uses of Data? 

In this part, I present the results of analyses exploring the first research question: 

How do districts intend for computer data systems to influence teachers‟ uses of data? 

This question can be addressed by attending to three dimensions: (a) districts‟ notions of 

data use (the overall intended outcome), (b) districts‟ understandings about computer data 



 

 133 

systems (the intent of computer data systems), and (c) the efforts central offices to act 

upon these intents.  

Districts’ notions of data use. How a district goes about intending changes to 

teachers‟ uses of data depends, in part, on what one considers uses of data. These notions 

provide context for understanding the overall outcomes that one might hope for initiatives 

relating to data and computer data systems. Looking across districts, notions among them 

varied when it came to what data were important, why, and to whom they might be 

important. Data were different things to different people in different contexts. Also 

notable, however, was that the consistency of these notions within districts could also 

vary. Two districts were relatively consistent, while one was not.   

Consistency within Nils Creek and McElroy Falls. The Nils Creek and McElroy 

Falls districts differed in their views about data use, but were consistent in their views 

across roles within each district. For example, across all roles in Nils Creek, people 

evidenced a strong orientation toward student achievement as measured by the state‟s 

high-stakes accountability test (TAKS). Indeed, TAKS was almost a matter of identify 

for some central office members—higher scores and rankings was integral to how they 

conceptualized success and community expectations. Administrators and teachers at the 

campus level seemed to accept these views as a matter of course. For example, campus 

administrators‟ orientations toward academic intervention programs, course scheduling 

decisions, and the district benchmark tests all carried the flavor of accountability 

measures. Similarly, the use of data most typically reported by Nils Creek teachers was to 

note scores and passing rates on the TAKS test.  

The McElroy Falls district oriented to data in different ways than Nils Creek, but 

was similarly coherent among roles. These educators were strongly oriented toward 

improving the alignment of curriculum and instruction toward state standards and student 
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expectations (SEs). In this, data constituted feedback about students‟ performance on the 

SEs. McElroy Falls central office members emphasized that educators ought to be 

focusing on the SEs, not just overall passing rates. Although numerous arguments can be 

made in favor of this focus, one example provided by a McElroy Falls central office 

involved how overall passing rates can mask what a student has or hasn‟t actually 

learned. Another central office member explained how beginning with the SE during 

planning helps promote more rigorous approaches to instruction.  

Administrators and teachers at the McElroy Falls campus level embraced this 

focus. At the most common level, administrators envisioned teacher data use as being 

about examining data about the SEs and teaching or reteaching those concepts to 

students—in one case, however, the principal demonstrated an even stronger investment 

in ensuring that teachers used data and attended to the SEs. Similarly, McElroy Falls 

teachers were oriented to SEs. They embraced a variety of data, all of which they felt 

could provide feedback about the SEs. At the level of practice, they were able to evaluate 

the unique contributions that different data sources had toward this goal. In contrast to 

Nils Creek teachers, McElroy Falls teachers described how TAKS results were most 

influential at the beginning of the year only. Further, their use of TAKS results was at the 

level of the SEs—the grouped students or structured classes according to specific 

learning needs.  

Inconsistencies in Lilac Springs. In contrast with the others, the Lilac Springs 

district was most fragmented in its notions about data use. Their perspectives differed by 

role. Lilac Springs central office members oriented toward data as part of a holistic view 

of students. They felt that “everything informs” and that more forms of data meant more 

a comprehensive awareness about students overall. In contrast, campus administrators did 

not describe data in terms of a holistic awareness. Instead, they were interested in student 
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performance according to standards, especially for struggling students. Teachers‟ 

perspectives differed not only with other roles, but among themselves. Most considered 

data to be about complying with central office requests to “produce” data. These teachers 

felt that data conflicted with their sense of truth or craft. Some teachers made 

equivocations about preferring only certain forms of data (e.g., observation, portfolios of 

student work, or untimed tests), while one school was noticeably more positive than the 

others. Among factors playing a role in teachers‟ differences seemed to be school 

routines and knowledge about the properties of certain assessments.  

Districts’ understandings about computer data systems. How a district goes 

about intending for computer data systems to influence practice also involves districts‟ 

understandings about computer data systems. In this, cross-case analyses highlighted that 

districts had differing notions about the contributions of systems to practice. In some 

instances, perspectives were coherent among roles within districts. In others, they were 

incoherent among roles within districts. Further, the example of Flightpath highlights 

how the same system could be seen in different ways between two districts. These 

various examples help frame the notion of contributing to practice via computer data 

systems as not entirely about aspects inherent the systems themselves (e.g., design, 

layout, computing power). Instead, how a system comes to influence practice may also 

involve the sense that people have made out of their systems.  

Coherent understanding about systems within districts. Looking within districts, 

three systems were understood coherently among roles. These were Nils Creek‟s Front 

End and McElroy Falls‟s CARS and Flightpath. People were largely positive about these 

systems—they seemed to know what they wanted and they seemed to get what they‟d 

intended to get. Regardless of these systems‟ computing power or design or layout, what 
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seemed to matter to users was that these systems made sense to what they understood 

about data and data use.  

In Nils Creek, understandings about Front End were closely tied to the district‟s 

collective emphasis on accountability data, and to some extent, people were simply glad 

to finally have teacher-level access to data in the district. Indeed, Nils Creek central 

office members‟ goal behind Front End was to remedy barriers to teachers‟ access to 

these data. In line with this, campus administrators and teachers reported using Front End 

to obtain overviews about students, typically as they related to their test scores or 

accountability measures.  

In McElroy Falls, understandings about CARS and Flightpath were closely tied to 

the district‟s collective emphasis on the SEs. Although Flightpath was familiar to many 

educators for the purposes of teacher appraisal, McElroy Falls had expanded the system 

with a student assessment module. Accordingly, the district was transitioning from CARS 

to Flightpath, beginning with secondary campuses. Those who had been exposed to both 

systems characterized Flightpath as being similar to CARS, only better. They considered 

Flightpath easier to use and as offering better analytical capabilities. Both systems were 

valued by all roles for offering ready access to TAKS and CBA data at the SE level.  

Incoherent understandings about systems within districts. Looking within 

districts, three systems were not so coherently understood. These were McElroy Falls‟s 

Dashboard Central and Lilac Springs‟s Flightpath and PMI Plus. These systems meant 

different things to different roles, and in some cases, these notions did not feel sensible to 

practice.  

In McElroy Falls, the various roles understood the Dashboard Central system on 

different terms. Those with the most exposure to the system were central office members 

and campus administrators. Teachers had heard about the system in rumors, but had not 
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been afforded access to the system. A few central office members confided that the 

intents behind purchasing Dashboard Central were vague and unclear. Even so, their 

comments about the system evidenced hopes about its potential to integrate the district‟s 

many disparate systems. While this could include data from assessment systems such as 

CARS or Flightpath, it could also incorporate data such as teacher professional 

development records, attendance, or student discipline. While some central office 

members considered this potential as a broader way to attend to the “whole child,” this 

course also represented a broadening of scope from the district‟s collective and directed 

interest in data on the SEs. Indeed, campus administrators expressed doubts that the 

Dashboard Central system would be sensible to practice. From what they had seen during 

their brief training, the system offered little more than TAKS and attendance data. These 

were readily available in systems with which they were already familiar and trusted.  

In Lilac Springs, roles understood the Flightpath and PMI Plus systems in 

markedly different ways. For Lilac Springs central office members, the two systems 

carried distinct natures and purposes. For them, Flightpath was for the TAKS test or 

district benchmarks. PMI Plus was for what they considered a comprehensive and 

specific look at student‟s learning needs. At the campus administrator level, however, 

these two systems were typically described in the same breath, but in different ways 

depending upon the school level. At the elementary school, the two were considered as 

being about serving programmatic decisions and monitoring student programs. At the 

middle school, the two were described as being tools for collaborative planning among 

teachers. At the high school (which only had Flightpath), Flightpath was again described 

as a tool for TAKS and benchmark results. Regardless of the views of other roles, Lilac 

Springs teachers typically saw little purpose for either of these systems.  
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Differences in understandings about the same system between districts. As 

described in the preceding passages, the Flightpath system was present in both McElroy 

Falls and Lilac Springs. The lives led by Flightpath in these two districts, however, were 

quite divergent. Although Flightpath‟s student assessment capabilities were new to 

McElroy Falls educators, they shared consensus about its value and contributions to 

practice. In contrast, roles and people within roles disagreed about the purpose and value 

of Flightpath. This was despite the fact that it had been used in the Lilac Springs district 

for student assessment data for quite some time.  

Central office efforts for computer data systems. Central offices devised 

varying policies and activities in order to act upon their intents. These efforts varied in 

terms of their degrees of formalization and of adaptiveness. I considered indicators of 

formalization to include things like support from high-ranking central office members 

and allocation of resources. I considered adaptiveness to include things like capacity to 

receive feedback, responsiveness to feedback, and strategies to probe the future. 

The Nils Creek approach. The Nils Creek central office approach was both 

formalized and adaptive. Nils Creek‟s approach to expanding data use began with formal 

efforts to learn from other districts. This resulted in efforts to reduce divisions among 

central office departments, especially by establishing the position of associate director for 

data use. Nils Creek had a long-term plan for improving data use, which progressed in 

phases and was supported by high-ranking central office members. The first phase 

involved simply providing access to data, such as via Front End. The second phase 

involved enhancing the richness of data in Front End, such as via the printer-scanners. 

The third involved purchasing a content management system, which would be intended to 

connect curriculum, instruction, and assessment. As much as was possible for one person 

in a district the size of Nils Creek, the associate director for data use seemed to build 
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legitimacy for these efforts by connecting them to the district‟s strategic plan, training 

educators in the use of data and Front End, and supporting positive attitudes toward data 

and Front End.  

The Nils Creek plan was also adaptable. Rather than treat Front End as something 

set in stone, central office members worked continuously to gather feedback for the 

system‟s continued growth and refinement toward users‟ needs. Similarly, both Front 

End and the printer-scanners were piloted at certain schools in order to test out their use 

at the campus level. During this, the associate director for data use helped to improve 

policies around processing and administering the district benchmark tests. Use of Front 

End, measured via use logs, was formally monitored by the associate director for data use 

and then shared with high-ranking central office members.  

The McElroy Falls approach. In comparison to Nils Creek, the McElroy Falls 

central office approach was less formalized and less adaptive. Although the 

implementation of Flightpath‟s student assessment module was considered to have gone 

smoothly, the same could not be said true of Dashboard Central. The latter was plagued 

with a host of problems connected to inconsistencies in formalized support. Although the 

McElroy Falls district had a plan for Dashboard Central, it lacked the full attention of 

high-ranking central office members. Without a director of technology, the ultimate 

responsibility for contacting and ensuring responsiveness from the Dashboard Central 

representatives fell to the district deputy superintendent. Pressing the deputy 

superintendent on these issues was not necessarily something that technology department 

members felt comfortable doing.  

The McElroy Falls technology department also seemed to lack the appropriate 

resources for ensuring a smooth implementation of Dashboard Central. In the rush to 

attempt to place Dashboard Central in the hands of campus level educators before the 
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beginning of the school year, technology department members were left working around 

the clock to iron out technical issues. Further, the richness of training was significantly 

reduced when Dashboard Central representatives canceled on the training at the last 

minute. Additionally, some central office members described how responsibilities for 

connecting the use of technologies to educational practices, as well as for holding 

campuses accountable to the use of computer data systems, was not typically housed in 

the technology department.  

Equally important, McElroy Falls‟s approach was also less adaptive. Central 

office members tended to treat implementation as occurring at a fixed point of 

introduction, or implementation line. Upon “deployment” they expected uses for the 

system to take hold naturally, as if predetermined by the technology itself. When asked 

about lack of use of Dashboard Central by campus level educators, high-ranking central 

office members suggested that the problem was simply that the system was still new. 

Indeed, McElroy Falls planners did begin to treat lack of use as problem until the end of 

the fall semester, when they began considering the need to “redeploy” the system.  

The Lilac Springs approach. In comparison to the other districts, Lilac Springs 

had the least formalized and least adaptive approach. Lack of formalization was evident 

by the lack of attention given to computer data systems. Most of the attention given to the 

state of district‟s systems involved their sunset. One assumption in central office 

members‟ thinking was that educators could “make do” with extent systems. A second 

assumption was that having staff access (then print out) materials from disparate systems 

was “close enough” and less costly than purchasing an integrated data system. Indeed, the 

brunt of the Lilac Springs effort to improve data use was aimed at interpreting these 

various printouts, not in weaving the systems and their data into everyday work. In 

essence, there was very little of a plan to formally support or allocate resources to.  
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Further, the Lilac Springs approach demonstrated a lack of adaptiveness, 

primarily in the form failing to take appropriate action on things they thought they knew. 

For example, both central office members and campus administrators recognized that 

teachers‟ negative perceptions about data were a barrier to their data use. These views 

made systems like PMI Plus and Flightpath seem irrelevant to practice. Nonetheless, 

neither group acted to help teachers make better sense out of data or computer data 

systems. Although central office did act to provide teachers with its one-time training for 

interpreting data, this aim did not match up with the aim of shifting attitudes about data.  

Research Question Two: How Do Teachers Enact (or Resist) the Changes to 

Practice Implied by Districts’ Efforts for Computer Data Systems?   

As mentioned while addressing research question one, teachers‟ understandings 

about computer data systems could be consistent or inconsistent with other roles in the 

district, as well as with other teachers in other districts. In this part, I present the results of 

analyses exploring the second research question: How do teachers enact (or resist) the 

changes to practice implied by districts‟ efforts for computer data systems? Below, I 

address research question two by describing (a) teachers‟ uses of computer data systems 

in practice and (b) factors that influenced how those activities came about.  

Teachers’ uses of computer data systems. Teachers‟ use of computer data 

systems varied among districts. This was not surprising, since the individual systems 

(with the exception of Flightpath) were typically different among the districts. As 

addressed in answering research question one, however, understandings about data use 

also played an important role in how users connected computer data systems to practice. 

These notions tended to frame what aspects of systems teachers enacted in practice.  

In Nils Creek, teachers‟ general orientations toward TAKS scores found outlet in 

their uses of Front End. Although teachers noted that Front End offered other data, 
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teachers did not typically report relying using Front End to access or use those data. In 

short, Nils Creek teachers used Front End for whatever they were already doing with 

reports on TAKS scores. Mostly, this involved identifying certain students and sorting 

them into groups.  

In McElroy Falls, teachers‟ orientations toward the SEs found outlet in CARS and 

Flightpath, as well as in a few systems that were not commonly available among teachers. 

Typically, teachers described getting data about the SEs in teacher-made assessments, as 

well as TAKS and CBA results. In this, no one source of data took priority over the 

others. Indeed, teachers were positive about triangulating about students‟ needs from 

several sources of data. Thus, McElroy Falls teachers used their systems as just one part 

out of a repertoire of resources. These resources were applied toward practices such as 

aligning lessons, reteaching to students, and collaborating around the development of 

common assessments.  

In Lilac Springs, teachers‟ views about data led to the rejection of PMI Plus and 

Flightpath as irrelevant to practice. To Lilac Springs teachers, data were often a thing to 

be collected or “produced” for these systems out of a sense of compliance, not because 

they might be heeded in attending to students‟ needs. If teachers reported relying on a 

computer data system, it was most typically the Student Track gradebook system. It fit 

into what teachers were already routinely doing, which involved keeping tabs on 

students‟ grades or attendance. These uses were more about getting a sense for “what‟s 

going on” with a student affectively, rather than in terms of particular instructional needs.  

Influences to teachers’ uses of computer data systems. In order to answer 

research question two more completely, it is helpful to account for the influences on how 

teachers enacted or resisted the use of computer data systems. Below, I first describe how 
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districts‟ efforts fell short of supporting teachers‟ uses of systems. Second, I describe the 

other influence on teachers‟ uses of computer data systems.  

The role of districts’ efforts. When it came to the role of districts‟ efforts in 

supporting the use of computer data systems, cross-case analyses revealed a common 

disconnect: the efforts that central offices described as their approach to supporting the 

use of computer data systems were rarely noted or even evident when talking to teachers. 

Although central offices often considered their approaches to have several aspects, they 

typically considered the point of contact with teachers to be training events.  

Typically, teachers found these trainings to be information lean, often feeling as if 

they were left to their own devices (no pun intended) when it came to trying to figure out 

what a computer data system meant to practice. This meant having to make-do with what 

they could glean from previous experiences and general notions about data use. Examples 

from the districts are illustrative.  

In Nils Creek, central office members typically invested their efforts for computer 

data systems around bureaucratic issues. These included observing how other districts 

were using systems, establishing the position of associate director for data use, and 

planning and then rolling out Front End. With the exception of the associate director for 

data use‟s direct interactions with teachers during Front End demonstrations, it was rare 

for a central office member to evidence specific concerns for how teachers might their 

understanding of Front End to practice. Instead, most teachers in the district were 

introduced and trained to use Front End via only an “online training module,” and no 

focus group members mentioned any interactions with the associate director for data use, 

even when I asked about her specifically. In turn, Nils Creek teachers varied in their 

degrees of familiarity with Front End. While some had become comfortable with the 

system on their own, others admitted to having had to learn about its features via word-
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of-mouth or by getting help from a knowledgeable peer. In the end, Nils Creek teachers 

typically thought about Front End as being about TAKS results, which was in line their 

general notions about data use.  

In McElroy Falls, central office members‟ attention to computer data systems 

revolved around transitioning from CARS to Flightpath and questions about how to 

proceed with implementing Dashboard Central. Trainings for Flightpath were held at the 

campuses. Although teachers did not mention Flightpath trainings directly, they did 

express dissatisfaction computer data system trainings in general. Overall, they felt that 

one-time district trainings were a “cognitive dump,” delivered with an attitude of “here it 

is, now go.” In response, teachers expressed strong desires for opportunities to build up 

skills over time, learning both gradually and richly9.  

Setting the issue of training aside, other considerations are suggestive for how 

McElroy Falls teachers came to accept Flightpath in practice by making-do with previous 

experiences, and their general notions about data use. For instance, teachers commonly 

described Flightpath as being like CARS, only easier to use and more robust. 

Additionally, campuses had had Flightpath access for quite some time—it was only the 

student assessment portions of Flightpath that were new. Further, both schools that had 

Flightpath described the role of school-based efforts as playing the strongest role in their 

uses of the system—one described the lack of such supports, while the other described 

how Flightpath was woven into their collaborative routines. In the end, McElroy Falls 

teachers typically thought about Flightpath as being about the SEs, which was in line 

with how they saw data generally.  

                                                 
9 Although the Dashboard Central system was not yet offered to teachers, it may be worth noting that 

campus administrators had similar complaints about the districts‟ approach to this system. 
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In Lilac Springs, few efforts were made by central office to forward the state of 

computer data systems for teachers. Not only had investigations into the purchase of an 

integrated system been quashed, the district was also sunsetting some systems. Several 

Lilac Springs teachers lamented the loss of their favorite computer data systems. What‟s 

more, Lilac Springs trainings further obscured the role of computer data systems in 

practice by focusing their efforts on the interpretation of print outs. Instead of connecting 

systems to practice, central office members and instructional coaches served as the 

district‟s “human resource solution” to system integration. In the end, teachers thought 

about PMI Plus and Flightpath in the same ways they had come to think about data. 

These were typically things for compliance, not to be heeded in practice.  

Other influences on teachers’ practices. From the overall pattern in the examples 

above, it becomes apparent that central office efforts have typically not aimed themselves 

at dealing with teachers‟ perspectives about computer data systems or their roles in 

practice. In the absence of other signals about what computer data systems ought to mean 

for practice, teachers ended up arriving at what they knew either in social pockets or in 

isolation. In the narratives for McElroy Falls and Nils Creek above, collaboration with 

peers was mentioned by teachers as playing a role in their uses of their computer data 

systems. Below, I bring into relief the roles of collaborative routines and other 

relationships that helped shape teachers‟ uses of computer data systems.  

Making-do in pockets or in isolation. Teachers in Nils Creek had the most 

consistent uses of a computer data system, although these were also not very intricate. 

They used Front End to identify and sort students. In this, however, teachers confided 

that their uses of Front End were led by personally experimenting with it or calling upon 

colleagues. Although such approaches to collaboration seemed to get the job done, Nils 

Creek teachers wished for more support. 
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Both McElroy Falls and Lilac Springs were less consistent among teacher groups 

in their uses of computer data systems. Both had pockets of teachers who seemed to go 

above and beyond the others. These teachers reported regularly applying computer data 

systems to uncovering the needs of individual students or classes, and then designing 

targeted learning activities for them. In McElroy Falls, this was especially true at one 

school. There, teachers commonly considered data use a part of their professional values. 

They saw collaboration as an important occasion for attending to data and for improving 

instructional practices overall.  

In Lilac Springs, one school had significantly more routines for data use than its 

peers. Teacher were positive about these routines and data use itself, although many of 

these routines involved a broad range of data, some of it affective, that was not housed in 

any computer data system These routines were reported by the principal to have 

originated from teachers themselves. Only one teacher described being reliant on a 

computer data system (other than an online gradebook) to adjust instructional practices. 

He and his peers at this school agreed that his uses of Flightpath were a result of his 

personal investment and own experimentation.  

Other relationships. Teachers, however, also stood in relationship to principals 

and other staff. Although the work of establishing collaborative routines and connections 

among teachers is often considered the work of principals, it was not common for 

teachers attribute much to their principal in regards to the use of data and computer data 

systems. Although one school in McElroy Falls attributed much to their principal‟s 

leadership for data use and establishment of campus routines, this was not typical in 

McElroy Falls or the other districts.  

In McElroy Falls and Lilac Springs, instructional coaches were sometimes 

described as contributing to campus data use via training or other support.  The 
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effectiveness of coaches tended to be idiosyncratic. At the McElroy Falls school where 

data use was prioritized, teachers agreed that their principal and instructional coach 

worked in concert to effectively support their uses of data, computer data systems, and 

the improvement of instruction. But at another McElroy Falls school, the principal 

admitted that she and her coach sometimes served as an “enabler” for lack of computer 

data system use. In the Lilac Springs district, campus administrators tended to relegate 

the burdens of supporting data and computer data system use to central office members 

and instructional coaches. Although some Lilac Springs teachers were quite positive 

about their coaches‟ abilities to bridge the words of data, instruction, and computer data 

systems, not all were very engaged on this topic.  

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I presented the results from my analyses. These results included a 

descriptive portrait of each district. It culminated in a cross-case analysis that addressed 

my research questions.  

How school districts intend for computer data systems to influence teachers‟ uses 

of data was found to manifest in three dimensions. First, districts‟ notions about data use 

provide context for what practices they envision teachers enacting. The intents of data 

and data use occurred consistently or inconsistently, depending on the district. Even for 

people in the same district, ideas about data and data use practices were not always a 

constant or a given.  

Second, computer data systems could mean different things to different people in 

different districts—and even within the same district. Districts‟ understandings about 

systems connected either coherently or incoherently among roles. These findings 
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demonstrated that the role of a computer data system to practice is not self-evident or to 

be taken for granted.  

Third, districts‟ efforts around computer data systems could occur in formalized 

and disorganized ways, as well as in adaptive and non-adaptive ways. Districts differed in 

how much weight they put behind efforts to support the use of computer data systems. 

They also differed in their capacities to adapt their efforts in light of feedback.  

How teachers enact (or resist) the changes to practice that are implied by districts‟ 

efforts for computer data systems was found to be related to: their notions of data use; 

their abilities to intuit system uses; and their use of local resources, such relationships 

with colleagues or collaborative routines. In this, teachers felt that their use of computer 

data systems could be better cultivated and given a more practical edge. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

In Chapter 1, I suggested that despite increased expectations around data use and 

increased access to computer data systems, meaningful changes to teachers‟ data 

practices had not occurred on any widespread or systemic basis. In Chapter 2, I presented 

my conceptual framework, outlining how open systems perspectives and their focus on 

interpretive processes might help cast new light on such problems. Subsequently, Chapter 

3 described the methods that I used to learn more about how different districts and levels 

within districts made sense of data use and computer data systems. Chapter 4 presented 

the results of those investigations in the form of individual case portraits and cross-case 

analyses.  

In this chapter, I aim to interpret these findings in light of the current research and 

to discuss what they might mean for district policy or future inquiry. It is divided into 

three major sections. The first provides a summary of the major findings in this study. 

The second explores some themes that ran throughout the study, along with their wider 

implications. The third discusses how some elements from the present study might serve 

as springboards for future research.  

SUMMARY OF MAJOR FINDINGS  

Because the purpose of this study was to illuminate the nature of school districts‟ 

efforts to improve data use practices via computer data systems, it was important to look 

across the district cases for shared dynamics. In this section, I provide a summary of the 

major findings from my cross-case analyses. They are organized according to how they 

have helped to answer my two research questions.  
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Answering Research Question One: How Do School Districts Intend for Computer 

Data Systems to Influence Teachers’ Uses of Data? 

Research question one asked about how school districts intend for computer data 

systems to influence teachers‟ uses of data. I considered the issues of intent and influence 

in terms of three dimensions. The first dimension involves districts‟ notions of data use. 

The second involves what role they envision for computer data systems in practice (the 

intent of computer data systems). The third involves the efforts districts made to act upon 

these intents.  

Notions of data use: the context for changes. The first dimension involved 

districts' notions of data use. Specifically, it related to what data were important, why, 

and to whom they were important. There was no one notion of data. The overall goals 

and purposes for data and data use were different among the three districts. This made 

them connected to context and not easily interchangeable.  

Two districts held their notions consistently among various roles, while the third 

held its notions inconsistently. In Nils Creek, people agreed that the end-of-year Texas 

Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) results and ratings were the key object of 

interest when it came to data and data use. In a similar manner, people in McElroy Falls 

consistently focused on data as feedback on the student expectations (SEs). But in 

contrast, people in Lilac Springs held disparate and inconsistent notions about data. This 

was evident across roles, and for teachers, even among schools.   

Understandings about computer data systems: connecting to practice. The 

second dimension involved understandings about the intents of computer data systems. 

The general takeaway was that systems could mean different things to different people. 

They did not have predetermined or self-evident meanings.  
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Depending on the system and the district, what a system was understood to mean 

for work might be incoherent among roles, or even between districts. In other instances, 

however, regardless of role, people shared consensus about their systems and what they 

meant to work. In interpreting these results with an eye toward the nature of data use 

practices, people were positive about their computer data systems if they were able to 

connect those systems to their overall understandings about data and data use. This 

suggests that acts of enactment and rejection involve sensemaking processes, not just 

about the material features of the systems themselves. 

The examples of Nils Creek and McElroy Falls demonstrate such connections. In 

Nils Creek, teachers and campus administrators asked for little more than basic access to 

overall test scores, such that they could sort students into groups. They found Front End, 

their district-designed interface to various data systems, sensible to this work and were 

quite satisfied. Likewise, in McElroy Falls all roles were oriented toward the SEs. There, 

data were about more than grouping students. Educators also associated attention to the 

SEs with things like aligning or adjusting lessons to standards, collaborating to create 

common assessments, and reteaching to students. Educators at all levels considered 

CARS and Flightpath (which was replacing CARS) to be beneficial to such activities. In 

this, they felt that these systems fit what they wanted, because they fit what they 

understood data use to be about.  

In Lilac Springs, teachers did not describe computer data systems as relevant to 

their everyday work. This was true for PMI Plus as well as for Flightpath (which had 

been readily accepted by teachers in McElroy Falls). In fact, the only commonly held 

system that they reported had relevance for them was their online gradebook, which 

allowed them to check on things like attendance or grades. It did not offer integrated or 

granular information about student performance on assessments.  It was described as 
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giving teachers a better overall sense for a student, not as contributing to instructional 

practices directly. Notably, teachers‟ rejection of computer data systems also 

corresponded to their overall orientation toward data—data was something to be 

collected on behalf of central office but not to be heeded in practice.  

At the same time, it is worth pointing out that I did not find evidence that simply 

having consistent understandings about data were enough to guarantee that a computer 

data system might be readily accepted by educators. In McElroy Falls, the example of 

Dashboard Central highlights how a system might fail to be accepted by educators even 

in the presence of conditions that could at first blush have led one to assume otherwise, 

such as consistent understandings about data use and established routines for using 

computer data systems to improve practice. Although Dashboard Central was available to 

campus administrators, none reported regularly using it. From the vantage point of 

campus administrators, one key issue stood out: Dashboard Central didn‟t show them 

data related to the SEs or anything else they were interested in that could not be obtained 

elsewhere. The result was that campus administrators were underwhelmed. In this 

instance, the issue wasn‟t the need for clear, articulate, or shared notions about data use. 

It was about making sense of how a computer data system fit into those notions.  

Efforts for computer data systems: learning from action at the central office 

level. The third dimension involved how central offices attempted to act upon their own 

intents.  Cross-case analyses highlighted how these efforts could occur in formalized or 

disorganized fashion, as well as in adaptive or non-adaptive ways. I saw formalization as 

about ensuring that efforts to support the use of computer data systems had a business 

end. For example, the Nils Creek district applied people, policy, and resources toward 

data use and computer data systems in a concerted way. With McElroy Falls and the 

Dashboard Central system, such efforts were begun but limited by technical problems 
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and lack of sustained support. In Lilac Springs, supporting the use of computer data 

systems was a limited and shrinking priority.  

I saw adaptiveness as about processing and acting from the environment. In Nils 

Creek, central office members took actions to ensure that systems and policies could be 

readily adjusted based upon feedback. Its associate director for data use also took steps to 

encourage positive understandings about data and Front End. In McElroy Falls, the 

approach was more rigid, and it took almost a semester before simmering problems were 

acknowledged and began to be addressed. In Lilac Springs, although problems were 

acknowledged, they failed to be acted upon with condign responses. For example, central 

office members and campus administrators commonly agreed that teachers‟ perceptions 

about data also limited their data use. In consequence, these views made it unimportant to 

rely on systems like PMI Plus or Flightpath in practice. Nonetheless, neither central 

office members nor campus administrators took significant actions to reshape perceptions 

about data, computer data systems, or their roles in practice.   

Answering Research Question Two: How Do Teachers Enact (or Resist) the 

Changes to Practice Implied by Districts’ Efforts for Computer Data Systems?   

Research question two asked about how teachers enact the changes to practice 

implied by districts' efforts for computer data systems. I addressed this question first by 

describing what aspects of systems teachers enacted in practice, then by summarizing 

some of the factors influencing those practices.  

When it came to teachers‟ uses of computer data systems in practice, 

understandings about data use played an important role. In Nils Creek, teachers described 

how Front End fit into what they wanted, which were typically TAKS results. In this 

way, systems were used to help sort students. In McElroy Falls, teachers described how 

CARS and Flightpath fit into what they wanted, which was typically feedback about the 
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SEs (whether via TAKS, CBAs, or other assessments). In this way, systems were used to 

help align instruction, to help reteach, or to facilitate collaboration around common 

assessments. In Lilac Springs, PMI Plus and Flightpath were rejected by teachers. They 

saw data as being about compliance, not about matters of instructional practice. In this 

way, systems were not used to contribute to educational practices.  

The second aspect of research question two, however, sheds additional light on 

the influences to computer data systems in practice. When it came to the role of districts‟ 

efforts, there was a disconnect between those efforts and teachers‟ understandings about 

computer data systems. In all three districts, trainings for computer data systems were 

considered to be lean on practical information. Instead, teachers described relying on 

previous experiences and their general notions about data use in order to make sense out 

of a system‟s contributions to work. In terms of other influences on practice, teachers 

sometimes mentioned how collaboration with others could improve their uses of 

computer data systems, but collaborative routines around data and data system use did 

not appear to be widespread in districts. Also lacking were many examples of principals 

taking strong roles in encouraging data use or otherwise establishing routines that might 

foster reliance on computer data systems. Similarly, reports about the role of instructional 

coaches were sometimes positive, but not uniformly so.  

EXPLORING CROSS-CASE THEMES 

This study offers lessons for understanding the nature of school districts and their 

management. In this section, I begin by summarizing the conceptual framework that 

helped to frame the design of this study the interpretation of its findings. Subsequently, I 

explain the implications that certain cross-case themes have for this framework and for 
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district policy. Those themes are: sensemaking in districts‟ initiatives for data use; 

leadership, action, and learning from action; and boundary spanners for data use.  

Summary of My Conceptual Framework 

In chapter 2, I described my conceptual framework. My intent was to better 

address the role of interpretive processes in the implementation of districts‟ efforts 

around data use and computer data systems. Accordingly, two concepts drawn from open 

systems perspectives (Scott & Davis, 2007) were especially important to my thinking. 

First was the notion of agency. It brought to the forefront that people have their own 

worldviews, experiences, and goals—and that these shape in nonlinear ways what people 

enact in practice (e.g., McDaniel & Driebe, 2001; O‟Day, 2002; Scott & Davis, 2007). 

The second was sensemaking. On one hand, it helped to highlight how effective 

organizing is a product of interrelationships and mutual understandings (e.g., Spillane et 

al., 2002; Weick, 1993; Weick & Roberts, 1993). On the other hand, it also highlighted 

how policies or technologies can be interpretively flexible, carrying different meanings 

for different social groups (e.g., Datnow, 2006; Leonardi, 2009b; Markus & Robey, 1998; 

Orlikowski & Iacono, 2001; Pinch & Weibe, 1984). 

Sensemaking in Districts’ Initiatives for Data Use 

In accord with my conceptual framework, one interest of this study has been 

teachers‟ attitudes and perspectives about data use and computer data systems. In the 

literature on educational data, educators‟ attitudes about data have been reported in 

varying ways. On one hand, educators have been found orienting toward data as an 

important resource for the improvement of teaching and learning (Lachat & Smith, 2005; 

Massell, 2001; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006). On the other, they have also reported that 

they already feel knowledgeable about student needs without formal data (Supovitz & 
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Klein, 2003; Wayman et al., 2009). What‟s more, some might also feel threatened or 

undercut by data initiatives, as well as dubious about the role of data at central office 

(Coburn, Honig, & Stein, 2009; Ingram et al., 2004; Valli & Buese, 2007). Additionally, 

some teachers may embrace data use, but end up engaging in activities that they feel are 

contrary to students‟ best interests (Wills & Sandholtz, 2009).  

What my study contributes to these conversations is a comparative look at 

differences in perspective among educators regarding both data use and computer data 

systems. Not only did I seek to juxtapose the attitudes of various roles, I also sought to 

uncover how they came to define and conceptualize about both data and computer data 

systems. This attention to computer data systems and to their implementation relates to 

these other dynamics is something that had yet to receive much attention. These various 

comparisons and juxtapositions shed new light on how knowledge about sensemaking 

might contribute to understanding districts and their initiatives.  

Connecting sensemaking to organizational structure. Although current 

research has found various and sometimes conflicting attitudes among educators about 

data use (see above), this study moves these conversations forward from whether 

educators can be positive about data, but rather, under what conditions they come to 

understand data (or computer data systems) as a beneficial to practice. Continuing to 

address this question would mean paying greater attention to the context of educators‟ 

daily work. What people see, think, and do may be a matter of how they have come to 

interpret various signals from their environments (e.g., Macguire et al., 2006; O‟Day, 

2002; Weick, 1993).  

In order to study such processes, open systems analysts (particularly those 

drawing upon social network and structuration theories) studying technologies have 

focused on the micro or interactional level of organizational behavior (e.g., Bailey & 
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Barley, 2011; Barley, 1990; Leonardi, 2009b; Orlikowski, 1996). In this, some have 

employed methods such as ethnography and social network analysis. Consequently, they 

were able to trace out the ways in which various social constructions reshaped how 

people went out work, using technology, and managing their organizations.  

This sort of inquiry has yet to become prevalent in studies of educational data use, 

but it could prove fruitful. As highlighted in this study, teachers at schools with engaged 

leaders and with strong collaborative routines expected different things out of each other 

and out of their computer data systems than those at other schools. These relationships 

systems were associated with positive understandings about data, computer data systems, 

and the use of time in data use. In effect, such understandings opened up the potential for 

the use of data and computer data systems to be part of everyday business—data use was 

a part of how these schools saw themselves, their work, and how they organized.  

What‟s more, approaching data use and organizational structures on these terms 

offers scholars an alternative paradigm for understanding the “effects” of district 

“supports” on data use. Typically, supports such as leadership, time, training, or 

computer data systems have typically been treated as resources to be allocated toward 

data use (e.g., Lachat & Smith, 2005; Massell & Goertz, 2002; Wayman et al., 2007). 

Accordingly, problems relating to data use have been seen in terms of whether such 

supports were present or were well applied.  

In comparison, open systems perspectives (Scott & Davis, 2007) would place 

such supports as among some out of many things in teachers‟ environments that are 

interpreted and made sense of. In particular, those drawing upon structuration theory 

(e.g., Barley, 1990; Jones & Karston, 2008; Orlikowski, 1992) have paid particular 

attention to such issues, highlighting how agents‟ social constructions about these 

structures both enable and constrain agents‟ activities, which in turn can result in new 
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organizational patterns and structures. In the present study, I have shown that it is not the 

mere availability of a data system that supports data use, but rather what sense that people 

have made out of the system. This shaped what people consider good (or even possible) 

with their data systems, resulting in which in turn can be associated with certain ways of 

helping students and collaborating with others. This kind of thinking might be broadened 

to include other supports, thus better accounting for what it is that see (or fail to see) in 

things like time, leadership, and training that come to influence practice. 

Connections between social constructions and practice. Another consequence 

of examining issues of sensemaking in districts‟ initiatives involves the relationship 

between social constructions (the sense that people have made) and practice. Although a 

basic premise of my conceptual framework is that enactment is shaped by social 

constructions (e.g, Leonardi, 2009b; Orlikowski, 1996; Scott & Davis, 2007; Weick, 

1993), this line of thinking can be advanced by questioning the interplay of various social 

constructions and their consequences for practice. In particular, the present study is 

suggestive of at least two areas in which this interplay may be important to schooling. 

The consequences of “data use” to data practices. One of the key assumptions of 

this study and in my positioning within it (see Chapter 3) has been that data use can be a 

good thing for schooling (i.e., strengthening the vigilance and skill with which educators 

attend to students), but that such benefits are not predestined. Accordingly, I sought to 

investigate how teachers‟ attitudes and districts‟ initiatives might also play a role in what 

happens with data and whether or not these activities serve students. I found that 

perspectives varied among social groups and that these perspectives shaped what about 

data and computer data systems that people considered relevant to practice. For the most 

part, I was careful about to avoid being normative, such as by suggesting that some 

people were right or wrong, or that some attitudes “ought” to be in schools.  
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But it is also important to question what import different perspectives about data 

or computer data systems have for schooling. For example, although some educators 

(especially in the Nils Creek district) felt that the purpose of data use was to ensure that 

students succeed according to state rankings and measures, this focus may prove too 

narrow to some. Although intent of current accountability policies is to create increased 

attention to the measures on accountability tests (Brewer et al., 2008; Figlio & Ladd, 

2008; Wohlstetter et al., 2008), this narrowed way of thinking about teaching and 

learning may run contrary to the intents and goals of educators. In Nils Creek, teachers 

seemed to accept calls to focus on accountability measures, if sometimes grudgingly, as a 

fact of life.  

In the other districts, this singular focus on accountability test measures would 

have fallen flat. For example, some educators (especially in Lilac Springs) saw teaching 

and learning as about being much more than might be captured in a test. Their rejection 

of data and computer data systems, however, also gave me some pause. My stance has 

been that such tools can support professional judgment (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman, 

Cho, Jimerson, et al., 2010; Wayman et al., 2006), helping educators to be more alert and 

to be more collectively vigilant about support students.  

From among the study districts, McElroy Falls seemed to best walk the line 

between the others by focusing on the issue of aligning curriculum and instruction. 

Educators in this district relied on a variety of data in order to develop a granular picture 

about students‟ needs, regularly connecting data about SEs to how they served students 

(whether as individual teachers or as teams of educators). Although the approaches to 

data use and to schooling espoused in McElroy Falls might not be appropriate for all 

districts, many districts facing both accountability pressures and the desire to think 

broadly about data and instruction might find their approach most palatable.  
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To sum, if different social constructions relating to data and to computer data 

systems lead are associated with different ways of attending to students, then it may be 

worth evaluating a broader spectrum of social constructions and their real consequences 

to enactment. The examples above are only a small sample of views espoused by 

educators. Others might include believing that data and data systems are intended to serve 

only low-achieving students or only students who are discipline problems. One could 

imagine substantive differences in the feel and function of classrooms geared toward 

these ends when compared to those geared toward applying various forms of data in order 

to improve instruction for all students.  

Implications for district policymakers. These findings do more than merely 

demonstrate the interpretive flexibility of data and computer data systems. Whereas 

current explanations for the influences of computer data systems on practice have been 

traced back to having the right systems, the right data, the right access, or the right 

support (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Massell, 2001; Means et al., 2009; Wayman, 2007), the 

present study contributes to these conversations that enactment is also about 

sensemaking. Technology issues are also people issues.  

This also helps to set into relief the importance of attending to sensemaking in 

district initiatives for data use. Central offices in every district noted that teachers‟ 

attitudes and perceptions about data hindered school improvement. Nonetheless, few 

central offices took direct or widespread measures to address this problem. Below, I 

provide some examples for how districts might be better served.  

Plans and sensemaking about plans. Conventional notions about planning 

suggest that if things fail to go as planned, then the problem was in the plan (e.g., unclear 

goals, misaligned efforts, poorly applied resources) (Bolman & Deal, 2003; Scott & 

Davis, 2007). These notions are premised, however, on the assumptions that tasks are 
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straightforward and to be repeated over time, that conditions are predictable, and that 

tools or people behave as expected (Morgan, 1986; Scott & Davis, 2007; Weick, 1976). 

Holding too narrow a view about planning may obscure the importance of larger social, 

cultural, and technical influences on enactment in school districts (Datnow, 2006).  

Accordingly, districts can attend to issues in sensemaking, and thus to the 

momentum behind efforts, by recognizing that plans are things that are subject to 

interpretation. People may be biased toward some policy messages, while misconstruing 

or failing to notice others (Spillane et al., 2002). For district policymakers, this may mean 

taking less for granted regarding what is “commonly understood” throughout one‟s 

district. I found that understandings could be fragmented among districts, job roles, or 

even among schools. These differences in understanding were not always quickly or 

easily noticed by central office members.  

Thus, attention to sensemaking might involve promoting understandings about 

how and why data and computer data systems might contribute to educational 

improvement. Teachers commonly lamented that district trainings lacked a practical edge 

and concerted efforts to support the application of systems in practice. One counter 

example was the effectiveness of Nils Creek‟s associate director for data. Teachers‟ 

reactions to her efforts to shape understandings about Front End were positive. She made 

efforts to connect to teachers‟ perceptions about the system and to the practical 

challenges of teaching. 

Cast in another light, the promotion of knowledge about goals and plans might be 

beneficial, not because it supports standardized activity, but because it helps provide 

frames of reference for what to do when courses of action are unclear (Weick, 1993). 

After all, decisions involving educational data can be highly interpretive, with teachers 

applying professional judgment to harmonize a host of signals and information sources at 
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once (Coburn & Talbert, 2006; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Supovitz & Klein, 2003; Wayman 

& Stringfield, 2006). In promoting this sense of direction, it may be fruitful to invite 

widespread participation from district members regarding intents behind data use 

(Wayman, Cho, Jimerson, et al., 2010; Wayman et al., 2007). Beyond helping people to 

better see what‟s going on, participative approaches to planning can also foster 

commitment among actors (Eisenhardt, 1990; Hirschman, 1970; Pfeffer, 1997; Stone & 

Brush, 1996) 

The “effects” of computer data systems. Although technologies are often seen as 

simply tools for making things happen faster and easier (Orlikowski & Iacono, 2001), 

district policymakers might be better served by recognizing that technologies are not 

imbued with predetermined or self-evident meanings, and that what meanings do exist 

are shaped by social context (e.g., Barley, 1990; Davidson & Chismar, 2007; Orlikowski, 

1996; Pinch & Weibe, 1984). What people decide a technology contributes to work may 

be a balance of what people and their colleagues think a technology does, along with 

what it is they actually are able to do (Leonardi, 2009b).   

In the present study, educators were most positive and relied most upon their data 

systems when the capacities of these systems matched their notions about data use in 

general. Central offices, however, tended to neglect this dynamic. Throughout the central 

offices, people were technologically deterministic, assuming that computer data systems 

would be valuable to teachers in self-evident ways and training experiences lacked a 

practical edge. Instead of focusing on fostering robust and shared connections between 

computer data systems (and their various features) to practice, their approaches included 

trainings that focused mostly on logging into systems, one-time online training modules, 

and using printouts as a proxy for using systems directly.  



 

 163 

The result was that teachers were in many ways left to figure computer data 

systems out haphazardly and sometimes in isolation. For district policymakers, this might 

mean having to rethink approaches to supporting professional learning, such that 

educators are formally supported in gradual, consistent ways (Wayman et al., in press). 

This would give trainings a practical edge by allowing educators to immediately apply 

and experiment with new skills. In this, collaborative routines can support the use of data 

and computer data systems (e.g., Copland, 2003; Wayman et al., 2009; Means et al., 

2009). In an open systems lens, it is the informal networks and opportunities to connect 

with others that enrich learning and problem solving (e.g., Brown & Duguid, 1991; 

Nonaka, Umemoto, & Sasaki, 1998; Scott & Davis, 2007). Routines might be put in 

place that foster collaboration, especially collaboration among people who don‟t 

normally work together or otherwise interact with data in the same ways. These new 

relationship systems might foster new knowledge, learning, and approaches to work. 

Indeed, as technologies in our everyday lives have been increasingly social, the work of 

fostering collaborative professional relationships might be supported not only be leaders, 

but also new advancements in data systems (Wayman, Cho, & Richards, 2010).  

In being careful to avoid technological determinism or other thinking that 

presupposes “effects” of computer data systems on educator work, additional 

implications also emerge. First, the people who make decisions about computer data 

systems may need to recognize that their perspectives are bounded or even inaccurate. 

What they know and see maybe has been shaped by their experiences and work (J. S. 

Brown & Duguid, 1991; Carlile, 2002; Orlikowski, 2002). Thus, a tool that is good for 

central office might not be needed as a teacher tool; something that seems like a good 

teacher tool (in the perspective of non-teachers) might not necessarily be so. Even when 
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people are positive about the same system, they may experience those systems in 

different ways, being positive about different features and aspects of those systems.  

In response to this problem, district policymakers might best be served to treat 

computer data system implementation as something occurring over a time period, and not 

simply an implementation line (Leonardi, 2009a). This would allow central office with 

time to consider, evaluate, and adjust their approaches to training. If their understandings 

were wrong, or if new practices emerge as a result of implementation, then they can be 

responsive to these new demands.  

Second, district policymakers can pay attention to shaping perceptions about 

either data use, computer data systems, or both. In this study, it was the fit between them 

that influenced enactment. For example, in McElroy Falls campus administrators‟ 

rejection of the Dashboard Central system was related to the misfit between notions of 

practice and computer data systems. For McElroy Falls campus administrators, data use 

was about SEs, and Dashboard Central did not tell them anything they needed or that they 

did not already know in this regard. Among the many potential responses to this problem, 

central office could have either redefined “data use” to be about the functions that 

Dashboard Central was good at or reshaped understandings about Dashboard Central to 

highlight its contributions to SE-based data use.  

Leadership, Action, and Learning from Action 

One issue in answering research question one involved how districts act upon 

their intents. Cross-case analyses revealed that districts can experience disconnects 

between intents and putting intents into action. This was observable in two areas. One 

involved leading for data use, while the other involved learning from action at the district 

policy level.  
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Leadership for data use. In this study, two campuses stood out as especially 

invested in data use. Teachers and administrators at these schools were in agreement 

about how and why data were used, and they routinely included data in their approaches 

to schooling. Echoing other research (e.g., Knapp et al., 2006; Lachat & Smith, 2005; 

Supovitz & Klein, 2003; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006; Young, 2006), the faculties that 

were invested in data use had leaders who made concerted efforts to help teachers weave 

data into practice. This is not to say that the other campus administrators in this study 

weren‟t generally positive about data use. Rather, campus administrators‟ claims of 

feeling supportive of data use were inconsistent with the leadership actions and school 

activities that they (or their faculties) reported at their schools.  

On one hand, the activities at the exemplary data-using schools can help 

illuminate the kinds of actions that leaders might take to support data use at their 

campuses. On the other, the fact that these activities occurred only at some schools raises 

the issue of social consensus among educators about data use and what role that leaders 

might play.  

Tight-loose coupling and expectations about leadership. One of the first 

questions involves what sort of social consensus should be expected at the district level 

regarding data use. Given the importance to data use of shared expectations and routines 

to schools (e.g., Copland, 2003; Feldman & Tung, 2001; Lachat & Smith, 2005; Supovitz 

& Klein, 2003; Young, 2006), some might argue that the improvement of data use 

district-wide might be predicated on district-wide consensus. Promoting such consensus 

would seem to be the natural role of school leaders. After all, one role for leaders can be 

understood as connecting people to core organizational processes, values, and approaches 

to work (e.g., Fullan, 2000; Mintzberg, 1996; Senge, 1994).  
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But the finding of this study was that strong consensus and “effective leadership” 

occurred only in pockets and not district-wide. Wayman et al. (2007) also found effective 

leadership for data use to occur in pockets at the district level and recommended that the 

district take actions to promote consensus about teaching and learning. An open systems 

perspective, however, would suggest that lack of strong consensus at the broader 

organizational level may very well be the nature of organizations (e.g., Levinthal & 

Warglien, 1999; Rivkin & Siggelkow, 2002; Scott & Davis, 2007; Spillane et al., 2002). 

In applying this lens, district organizations might be better thought of as exhibiting both 

tight and loose coupling (Weick, 1976), with the strongest consensus among people in 

schools and weaker consensus (if any) among schools in districts. Seeing organizations in 

these terms helps to illuminate how they learn, deal with new pressures, and innovate or 

fail to innovate (Levinthal & Warglien, 1999; Rivkin & Siggelkow, 2002; Weick, 1976). 

Seeing school organizations as systems with both tightly and loosely coupled 

elements, however, both raises and changes the stakes on school leaders. It suggests that 

tight, district-wide consensus about the how and why of teaching, learning, and data use 

might not be as important as some consensus on some things (Wayman et al., in press). 

For school leaders, tight-loose coupling might mean that a having many schools that are 

tightly interwoven within themselves might be more important for data use than simply 

having many schools in a district being in strong consensus with each other. 

The loose coupling of schools across a district might be a fact of life for many 

educators, but where schools (and their leadership) may fall short is in the equally 

important other side of the coin: tight coupling at the school level. This certainly seemed 

to be case for many of the schools in this study. Regardless of district, many of the 

campus administrators failed to make concerted efforts to influence how teachers saw and 

worked with data or computer data systems. In Lilac Springs, the responsibility for data 
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use was passed on to central office members and instructional coaches. In McElroy Falls, 

campus administrators sometimes felt like the responsibility for changing practice was 

teacher-based, not based in the relationships of teachers with campus administrators. In 

Nils Creek, administrators claims of being involved typically went unseconded by their 

faculties.  

Tight-loose coupling carries implications for leading schools for data use. First, 

the loose coupling of campuses at the district level may increase the importance of 

campus administrators‟ interactions with central office and other campus administrators. 

Mintzberg (1996) compares leaders to Tarzan, swinging from vine to vine, connecting the 

organizational edges to each other and to the organizational core. In this light, campus 

administrators become even more important because they serve as the tether of schools to 

the district, influencing (or buffering) what teachers understand of district messages, and 

advocating for teachers at the district level.  

Second, the tight coupling of campuses around data use increases in priority. It 

places greater responsibility on leaders to develop common understandings at their 

campuses about teaching, learning, and data use. For leaders, this work may involve 

generally building and participating in new ties with teachers (Barth, 1990), supporting 

distributed leadership around data use (Copland, 2003), as well as working directly to 

shape teachers‟ skills and understandings about data use (Supovitz & Klein, 2003; 

Wayman et al., 2006; Wayman & Stringfield, 2006; Young, 2006).  

Learning from action. Organizational learning is supported by action and 

learning from or processing information about action (e.g., Edmondson, 2003; Rivkin & 

Siggelkow, 2002; Weick, 1993, 1998). Action upon knowledge and learning from action, 

however, were challenging for the districts in this study. 
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Acting upon knowledge. Pfeffer and Sutton (2000) use the term “knowing-doing 

gap” to describe how people in organizations may fail to effectively act upon what they 

know or believe. When an organization fails to appropriately apply its knowledge, it fails 

to accomplish the purposes for which it was designed (Davenport, 2005; Nonaka et al., 

1998; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2003) 

The problem of acting upon knowledge was evident in various levels of each 

district. For example, central office members and campus administrators in every district 

commonly acknowledged that teachers‟ perceptions about data were hindering its use. 

Despite this knowledge, few took specific or direction actions to remedy these barriers. 

Although a few central office members made strong personal efforts to support teachers 

in data use, but the overall efforts from central offices tended to center on one-time 

trainings. These did not typically go beyond simply exposing teachers to data or logging 

in to their computer data systems. They did not typically connect to teachers about how 

and why data or data systems might enhance practice.  

The Lilac Springs central office approach to computer data systems provides 

another example of the disjoint between knowledge and action. There, district 

policymakers decided to sunset computer data systems and to postpone the pursuit of an 

integrated data warehouse. This stood in contradiction to their own beliefs that their 

district needed more timely, integrated, and powerful access to data. It also led to 

promoting the notion that the “human resource solution” for accessing and integrating 

data (e.g., printouts made by central office members and instructional coaches) would 

just have to be good enough. This district had fragmented opinions about data and data 

systems and seemed to act upon many of them at once, sometimes to the detriment of one 

or another. 
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Concerted support from the central office level helps to provide infrastructure and 

coherency to school change (Datnow, 2006; Hightower, 2002), including changes around 

data use (Massell & Goertz, 2002). It may benefit organizational learning for district 

policymakers to pay particular attention to ensuring that knowledge is shared 

organizationally and is applied to action for the benefit of the organization (e.g., 

Davenport, 2005; Nonaka et al., 1998; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000, 2006; Supovitz, 2009). 

For district policymakers, this may involve more formalized, concerted efforts around 

data and computer data systems. This especially benefited the Nils Creek district. There, 

once district members had developed new insights from their encounters outside of the 

district, long-term plans were made, resources were allotted (e.g., people, technology, 

time), support was garnered from various central office corners, and plans were 

implemented in ways that could be adjusted as needed. The other districts, who had less 

formalized approaches, had more trouble giving momentum to their initiatives. For 

example, some of the sticking points in the McElroy Falls approach to Dashboard Central 

included problems with oversight, with communicating externally, and with supporting 

follow-through.  

As it relates to district organizations‟ capacity to learn from actions, ensuring that 

people act helps to ensure that there is something to learn from. In the words of Weick 

(2001), “People need to act in order to discover what they face, they need to talk in order 

to discover what they think, and they need to feel in order to discover what it means” (p. 

94). Although zero planning or zero attempts to evaluate courses of action would might 

lead to chaos and disorganization, organizations might also be careful not to allow over-

planning (or simply holding meetings) to come at the expense of taking action (S. L. 

Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000, 2006). Action helps create feedback 

from which to learn.  
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 Feedback from which to learn. In order to learn from action, districts also need 

channels by which to receive and process feedback. The central offices in this study 

differed in how well and how quickly they were able to pick up on and respond to 

conditions affecting the implementation of their computer data systems. Whereas Nils 

Creek had set routines and structures for these tasks, McElroy Falls took nearly a 

semester to realize that changes were order regarding the Dashboard Central system, and 

the Lilac Springs district seemed unaware that its trainings were not increasing data use.  

The problem of handling feedback is one faced by many sorts of organizations. 

Pfeffer and Sutton (2006) describe these problems in terms of attitudes in organizations 

about evidence, learning, feedback, and error. Indeed, health care organizations that 

talking openly about failures, misgivings, and mistakes are better at learning to make sure 

that processes improve (Edmondson, 2003; A. L. Tucker & Edmondson, 2003; Weick & 

Sutcliffe, 2003). In the words of Sutton (2010), organizations capitalize on hard-won 

experiences by recognizing that “failure sucks, but instructs.”  

The work of education, however, is complex and full of ambiguities. Data offer 

only part of the picture to what might be needed in the classroom, and actions taken in 

classrooms do not always a guarantee results that will be visible in data. Accordingly, 

school organizations may need to take care to not only to process feedback, but to do so 

in ways that are appropriate to the feedback at hand. A focus on incomplete or 

inappropriate measures may lead to unintended actions (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006) and 

further expecting that they “drive” decisions can stifle how people process information, 

apply their expertise, and innovate solutions to problems (J. S. Brown & Duguid, 1991; 

Davenport, 2005; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000; Weick, 1998). 

Open systems perspectives (e.g., Datnow, 2006; O‟Day, 2002; Scott & Davis, 

2007; Spillane et al., 2002) offer a different view of implementation. Instead of acting as 
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if there was finite implementation “line” it might be more beneficial to think of policy 

(Datnow, 2006; Honig, 2003; Spillane et al., 2002) and technology (Barley, 1990; 

Leonardi, 2009b; Orlikowski, 1996) as things that are made sense of collectively and 

over time. In implementing plans, people change the conditions on which their plans are 

premised (Levinthal & Warglien, 1999; Rivkin & Siggelkow, 2002; Spillane et al., 2002). 

In bringing new technologies into practice, people may arrive at new, unexpected ways of 

working, relating, and organizing (Barley, 1996; Orlikowski, 1996). Recognizing that 

such processes are unpredictable and occurring over an extended period would help 

district policymakers to better leverage feedback and to be responsive to needs as they 

emerge.  

This view of implementation has implications for districts. First, districts might 

treat their plans, policies, and efforts as ways to test opportunities and next courses of 

action (S. L. Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997). Approaches to this might include continuously 

taking stock of implementation and its success, evaluating the effectiveness of things like 

training or relationships with technology vendors, and going about several plans at once 

in order to see what works best.  

Second, districts might promote attitudes that encourage people to speak up about 

problems and needs (Edmondson, 2003; Pfeffer & Sutton, 2000; A. L. Tucker & 

Edmondson, 2003; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2003). Further, involving a variety of people to 

think together about problems helps to broaden the application of expertise and potential 

for creativity in problem solving (e.g., J. S. Brown & Duguid, 1991; McDaniel & Walls, 

1997; Nonaka et al., 1998). For districts, this might first mean taking care to ensure that 

data are not used to punish schools or educators. In the Nils Creek district, especially in 

relationship to its school improvement office, it was sometimes unclear if central office 
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“support,” which was triggered by performance on accountability measures, was 

punitive.  

For the implementation of computer data systems, it might also mean seeking out 

feedback from a wide variety of users in a concerted and non-threatening way. Although 

Nils Creek was the only district to seek out any feedback about the use and design of its 

system, much of it was still dependent on a user group with the associate director for data 

use serving as translator. While a step in the right direction, it was also limited. It was 

based on what teachers who (typically) had never seen an integrated computer data 

system wanted in a system10.  

Boundary Spanners for Data Use 

In all the districts, participants made some mention of people whose job it was to 

support educational improvement by bridging knowledge about data and assessment, 

computer data systems, and classroom instruction. In McElroy Falls and Lilac Springs, 

these people were campus instructional coaches. In Nils Creek, this person was the 

associate director for data use.  

Knowledge is embedded in context, experience, and relationships (J. S. Brown & 

Duguid, 1991; Davenport, 2005; Nonaka, 1994; Orlikowski, 2002), sometimes making it 

difficult to share organizationally. Carlile (2002) posits that although similar sets of 

experiences and knowledge can create a “common language” for problem solving for 

people within a job role, this can also constrain collaboration across roles or “thought 

worlds.” Accordingly, he describes the need to span knowledge boundaries. People or 

objects (e.g., maps or blueprints) can do this. For example, Honig (2006b) describes how 

                                                 
10 Commenting about the use of user groups for collecting feedback about data systems, a central office 

member at another district was reminded of a quote by Henry Ford, “If I had asked people what they 

wanted, they‟d have told me a faster horse.” 
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central office members can serve to bridge knowledge boundaries within a school district 

and among community partners. The hope behind this work was that these boundary 

spanners might help districts to overcome traditional divisions and to help arrive at 

innovative solutions to problems.   

 Although all the districts had campus instructional coaches, the prevalence of 

reports about their performance depended upon the district and the school. Overall, 

people in Lilac Springs and McElroy Falls made the most mention of instructional 

coaches; and this differed by central office and school. When principals mentioned 

instructional coaches, they were considered as important to their schools‟ data use and 

instructional improvement. This was especially so in the Lilac Springs district, where 

much of these responsibilities were relegated by principals to the coaches. When teachers 

mentioned instructional coaches, they were positive, if not outright enthusiastic.  

Although not all teachers reported having relied on their campus instructional 

coaches, those that did typically did felt that these encounters directly benefited how they 

used data and adjusted instruction. In Lilac Springs especially, there was the sense that 

people thought their instructional coaches were special and uniquely talented. Indeed, 

given that mentions of coaches depended upon the district and the school, they might 

have been.  

 In Nils Creek, the main boundary spanner of mention was the associate director 

for data use. Praise for this person came mostly from central office members and campus 

administrators. The associate director for data use took on an assortment of tasks that 

often required collaborating with people in other roles or departments. These included: 

translating between teachers and Front End designers; contributing to benchmark testing 

policies; maintaining relationships with principals; supporting accountability around 
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Front End use; providing Front End demonstrations; and attempting to reshape teachers‟ 

perceptions about data.  

Her fulfillment of these roles seemed to be mix of what Nils Creek central office 

members had in mind when they created her position and of what she brought to the job 

with her own unique skills and interests. Further, being only one central office member 

herself, her sphere of influence went only so far. Although some teachers had interacted 

directly with her, such as around Front End, teachers in focus groups were unaware of her 

presence when asked. Overall, the associate director for data use evidenced a strong and 

sincere personal commitment to supporting the use of data at the campus level.  

Altogether, my findings suggest that boundary spanning may be difficult to 

institutionalize at scale without careful consideration about this skills that such people 

might need for their jobs and how they are balance the many conflicting demands placed 

upon them. In her work on central office boundary spanners, Honig (2006) described how 

walking between worlds involved negotiating conflicting expectations about work and 

role. Similarly, the effectiveness and roles of instructional coaches have been found to be 

tied to context (Lachat & Smith, 2005; Wayman et al., 2007). Nonetheless, given the 

enthusiasm and clustered manner with which participants praised their boundary 

spanners, the question seems to not whether they can be catalysts for improvement, but 

when and under what conditions.  

On a final note, it is also worth considering how all people, and not just those with 

a certain job title, can bring their knowledge to others. Bringing together diverse 

perspectives and sets of expertise, whether for formal or informal exchanges, is one way 

that organizations can bring a creative friction to innovation and problem solving (J. S. 

Brown & Duguid, 1991; Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Lanham et al., 2009; Nonaka et al., 

1998). 
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DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

Three areas of interest also presented themselves as potential springboards for 

future research. These areas were not the direct focus of the present study, but in light of 

its findings, each could serve as an important next step for more concerted inquiry. First, 

I discuss leading for data use. Second, I discuss the relationships between professional 

values, data literacy, and data use. Third, I describe how research might dig deeper into 

the nature of computer data systems. Fourth, I discuss the issue of educators‟ 

sensemaking about their policy contexts. 

Leading for Data Use 

One finding that was common across the districts was that campus administrators‟ 

activities for promoting the use of data and computer data systems was inconsistent. 

What campus administrators did on their campuses was often a matter of personal choice. 

This sometimes seemed to balance on beliefs about data and its role in teaching and 

learning; at other times, it seemed tied to their opinions about teachers and whether 

teachers‟ attitudes were set in stone. Although some felt that they were personally 

involved in the data use at their school, only two school faculties actually seconded these 

opinions. Left outside of the focus of this study, however, was the nature of the 

interactions among campus administrators with their faculties and with their central 

offices. 

Indeed, although the present study was able to compare perspectives among role 

groups (i.e. central office, campus administrator, and teacher), it did not aim at capturing 

interactions across roles. Studying such interactions would further illuminate the nature 

of sensemaking processes around data and computer data systems. Although Young 

(2006) describes the importance of principals in shaping the teachers‟ sensemaking 

around data, this perspective is campus based. Mintzberg (1996) suggests that one 
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important role of leaders is to connect people at the edges of organizations to the 

messages, values, and practices at the organizational core.  

Still open to investigation is how and whether principals‟ interactions with central 

office about data and computer data systems get filtered down to teachers. Anecdotally, 

teachers had difficulty distinguishing between what where campus-level policies or issues 

and what were district-level. This was something also remarked upon by one central 

office member. Additionally, it might also prove fruitful to investigate how and whether 

principals‟ interactions with teachers lead to messages that get delivered back to central 

office. Although the campus administrators in all of the study districts were positive 

about their central offices, their relationships and types of interactions with central office 

members also seemed to differ. Such investigations would yield additional insight into 

central office learning and adaptation. Finally, given the unique role played by some 

instructional coaches in the study districts, special attention might also be played to their 

place in this sharing and shaping of sense.  

Professional Values, Data Literacy, and Data Use 

This study has focused how different notions about data and computer data 

systems led to different outcomes in practice. It can be recast in terms of questions about 

professional values, data literacy, and their potential influences on understandings about 

data.  

One premise of this study has been that educators draw in a variety of signals 

from their environments, resulting in certain notions and activities guided by those 

notions. The topic of professional values is one way to understand the lenses through 

which educators process this information about work (e.g., Barth, 1990; Begley, 2009; 

McDaniel & Weick, 1989). In this study, there were palpable differences how some 
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campuses felt about data and about their responsibility to use data. For them, gathering 

information about students and reflecting upon practice was a professional expectation. 

The issues they saw in students‟ data were things teachers felt that they could change—

and making those changes was satisfying to them. Accordingly, it may be valuable to 

delve further into uncovering the things that motivate teachers to be teachers, examining 

how they relate to the things that make data valuable to them. 

Teachers‟ professional values about teaching and data use, however, are also tied 

to what they see and know about data. Data literacy (and lack of data literacy) can be a 

challenge for many districts (Means et al., 2009; Wayman, Cho, Jimerson, et al., 2010). 

In this study, it sometimes seemed that those teachers who most complained that data 

conflicted with their sense of craft or truth about students were also least well-versed on 

the nature and properties of the data in question. One example included not understanding 

that a reading fluency test assesses fluency (not comprehension), or why fluency might be 

important for students to have (in addition to comprehension). Accordingly investigations 

into how data fits into the core values of educators would also need to account for 

whether and in what ways educators are versed on the properties of the data at hand. 

Computer Data Systems: Digging Deeper  

The present study has focused on the role of interpretive processes in shaping 

what came of computer data systems. This is not to say that the material properties of 

systems themselves are insignificant. Systems have real features and capabilities, and it 

these that provide the foundation for the sense that people come to make about them 

(Barley, 1990; Leonardi, 2009b; Orlikowski, 1992).  

For researchers, this may mean taking additional care particularize systems 

(Orlikowski & Iacono, 2001), accounting for systems‟ unique and material characteristics 
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within the time, place, discourse and community in which they are embedded. To some 

extent, this may mean not treating computer data systems as if they are interchangeable. 

The Front End system in Nils Creek might be taken as an example. Its degree and type of 

access was typical of many districts around the nation (Means et al., 2009). It offered 

some access to student data via a computer data system, but mostly just basic output of 

things like test results, grades, attendance, and discipline. Even so, TAKS results were the 

main focus point for most people in the district.  

Accordingly, attending to both the material and context of Front End could take 

on a variety of dimensions. In this study, I attempted to highlight what it was about the 

Nils Creek context that led to seeing the system as about TAKS and not other aspects of 

data use. Another study, however, might have further particularized the features of Front 

End, perhaps questioning examining whether it mattered that TAKS results were one of 

the first and most prominent links that presented to teachers upon logging in. How might 

such presentations influence the scope of one‟s uses of data or notions about one‟s 

students? One could imagine that certain presentations of data (e.g., what a teacher saw 

first every day or what analyses were most customizable) could reinforce certain 

perspectives about data or certain types of students (e.g., economically disadvantaged 

students, students with discipline infractions, or students with perfect attendance). 

Further, how might such perspectives change as classroom practices, policies, or district 

contexts change?  

Additionally, the relationship between social constructions about computer data 

systems and their actual material features has implications for the design of computer 

data systems. First, it dispels the designing (or purchasing) a computer data system is 

about having the “right” features or data. Instead, what is right depends on context and 

may even change over time. Accordingly, districts might best be served by evaluating 
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their particular needs and beliefs about education before the buying or designing new 

systems (Wayman et al., 2007; Wayman, Cho, & Richards, 2010). Similarly, vendors 

might consider not only increased capacities to customize systems (for particular districts, 

schools, roles, or other users), but also how to support people in understanding what 

kinds of customization best fit their interests, skills, and goals. This could be done via 

training as well as via predictive features or other support designed into systems 

themselves.  

Second, it makes the development of computer data systems to be an iterative 

process. In one sense, this paints implementation not as a simple line with a before and 

after, but rather as a continuous period sensemaking, improvisation, and adjustment (e.g., 

Davidson & Chismar, 2007; Leonardi, 2009a; Orlikowski, 1996). As it relates to vendors 

and technology designers, this means that educators‟ needs may change, especially as 

new practices and understandings emerge. In this sense, teachers may outgrow their 

systems—but this requires systems that can grow with them, as well as support in 

understanding new features and their potential connections to practice. In this way, where 

to head with system designs might involve providing users with a diversity of options, as 

well as maintaining close contact with users in their contexts in order to determine their 

particular next steps.  

For educational researchers, these iterative processes between technology 

designers and educators have been little explored or discussed. Exploring such dynamics, 

however, may help to illuminate the relationships between technologies and practice, as 

well as their effects on organizational structure (Barley, 1990; Davidson & Chismar, 

2007; Orlikowski & Barley, 2001). Advancements in computer data systems may bring 

about new ways working, both in intended and unintended ways. One could imagine that 

the introduction of instant alerts about particular students‟ performance or tailored 
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recommendations about the next lesson to teach could have repercussions on the 

activities and relationships of people in schools. Depending on the context, heeding (or 

even ignoring) such features could mean changes in social status, workloads for 

colleagues, or revisions to expectations about curriculum. 

Educators’ Sensemaking About Their Policy Contexts 

In this study, I have highlighted how educators‟ social constructions about data 

use and computer data systems influenced their work. I have also pointed out that how 

these social constructions align with each other and among roles in districts can have 

repercussions for districts‟ initiatives. Educators, however, make sense out of not only the 

tools at hand or district-level phenomena, but also their larger policy contexts (Datnow, 

2006; O‟Day, 2002; Spillane et al., 2002). Indeed, the premise of current accountability 

policies is that punishment and rewards for schools might lead to increased attention to 

student performance according to accountability measures (Brewer et al., 2008; Figlio & 

Ladd, 2008; Wohlstetter et al., 2008). But much about the work of teaching is inherently 

ambiguous, with data providing only part of the picture to what students need.  

Accordingly, another line of inquiry might relate to what it is that educators see in 

their policy contexts that influences their perspectives about data use and computer data 

systems. Although the Nils Creek district was most obviously focused on increasing 

performance according to accountability measures, even the Lilac Springs district with its 

exceptionally high-performing students was not immune to some consequences from 

accountability policies. Central office members in Lilac Springs described their efforts 

relating to data use and their particular focus on economically disadvantaged students. 

Other schools or districts elsewhere might feel other pressures, resulting in a variety of 
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activities that could include school closures, decisions about firing, or even decisions 

about whether to exclude certain students from the regular classroom.  

Just as different roles can have varying perspectives about data and data systems, 

they might have varying perceptions about how these things relate to their larger policy 

contexts. For example, the regular use of a computer data system might result in some 

small gains on students‟ test scores (Wayman, S. Shaw, Cho, & O‟Reilly, 2011), but 

accountability policies may influence the valuation of such systems by role. There may 

be a limit to the price (e.g., time for other students, curriculum content, work outside of 

the school day) that some teachers are willing to pay for a few points on a few objectives 

for one or two students. Teachers might not feel data are leading them to activities that 

are in students‟ best interests (Ingram et al., 2004; Valli & Buese, 2007; Wills & 

Sandholtz, 2009).  

To some central office members and campus administrators, however, a few 

students out of every roster (especially for those students in certain demographic 

subgroups) might add up to a school staying open one more year. Delving into such 

issues involves attempting to pin down what is about teaching that makes teachers want 

to teach, as well as what is about policy and data use that connect (or fail to connect) to 

these qualities.  

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I have discussed my findings in light of the current research, 

sketching out their implications for district policy and future research. The present study 

has found that sensemaking and interpretive processes play an important role in teachers‟ 

enactment of computer data systems.  
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By recognizing this, district policy makers can begin to rethink their efforts for 

promoting the use of data and computer data systems. Accordingly, districts might add a 

sense of direction to efforts around data use and improve teachers‟ abilities to connect 

systems to practice. In reevaluating their approaches, districts might also consider the 

effectiveness of their leaders in contributing to teachers‟ understandings about data use, 

as well as how district policymakers themselves might leverage feedback about their 

efforts. If instructional coaches and other boundary spanners, become a facet of a 

district‟s approach to data use, then district policymakers might also take care to learn 

what would make such people effective within their unique contexts.  

Future research relating to these matters might look more deeply at interpretive 

processes and organizational learning by attending more specifically to interactions 

among principals and other district members in others roles. Researcher might also 

investigate teachers‟ attitudes. If data use is wrapped up in sensemaking processes, then 

the rejection of data and computer data systems might be based not in estimations about 

the true properties of certain data, but rather a lack of understanding about them. Finally, 

researchers might learn more about what computer data systems really mean for 

education by assuming less about their interchangeability. Such research would 

particularize systems and their unique contexts.   
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Appendix A 

CENTRAL OFFICE 

 

Current Initiatives 

 What has the district been doing this year to improve data use? How do these involve 

computer data systems? 

 In what ways is the district emphasis on data use shared with teachers? 

 

Data Use 

 From where you sit, how are you seeing teachers and principals using data? 
o What issues do they pay the most attention to? 
o How typically does this happen?  
o Which data are most informative? 

 At the central office level, how does one figure out educators’ needs for data use? 

How well are needs being met? 

 What’s your reaction to complaints that data are not meaningful? 

 

Data Systems 

 With all the different places that teachers can get data, which systems are most 

beneficial?  
o Favorite features/functions? 
o How typically do these things occur? 
o Contributions and limitations? 

 What’s the history of this system?  
o Origins? Intent? 

 Ideally, how should these systems be fitting into a teacher’s everyday job?  
o How typically is this happening?  
o How has the district supported this?  
o How does this affect your job? 

 At the central office level, how does one figure out educators’ computer data system 

needs? How well are needs being met? 

 

Wrap-up 

 If you could wake up tomorrow and realize that the challenges of data use had been 

remedied, what would have happened? 
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Appendix B 

CAMPUS ADMINISTRATORS 

 

Data Use 

 From where you sit, how are you seeing teachers using data? 
o What issues get the most attention? 
o How typically does this happen?  
o Which data are most informative? 

 How do these things affect your job? Your typical day? 

 How knowledgeable is central office about what it takes to improve data use at your 

school? How responsive is central office to campus needs? 

 

Current Initiatives for Data Use 

 What has the district been doing this year to improve data use? How do these involve 

computer data systems? 

 In what ways is the district emphasis on data use shared with teachers? 

 What’s your reaction to complaints that data are not meaningful? 

 

Data Systems  

 With all the different places that teachers can get data, which systems are most 

beneficial?  
o Favorite features/functions? 
o How typically do these things occur? 
o Contributions and limitations? 
o Do you use these systems? 

 What limitations do teachers encounter? How does this affect your job? 

 Ideally, how should these systems be fitting into a teacher’s everyday job?  
o How typically is this happening?  
o How has the district supported this?  
o How does this affect your jobs? 

 How knowledgeable is central office about what how data systems are used at your 

school? How responsive is central office? 

 

Wrap-up 

 If you could wake up tomorrow and realize that the challenges of data use had been 

remedied, what would have happened? 
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Appendix C 

TEACHERS 

Data Use 

 Which data are most informative to you? When you get data, what do you look for 

the most? 
o What do you do next? 
o How typically does this happen? 

 What roles do your administrators/other staff play in to this? 

 How knowledgeable or responsive is central office about improving data use at your 

school? How do they meet your needs? 

 

Current Initiatives for Data Use 

 What has the district been doing this year to improve data use?  

 How are these efforts working out? 

 What’s your reaction to complaints that data are not meaningful? 

 

Data Systems 

 With all the different places that teachers can get data, which systems are most 

beneficial?  
o Favorite features/functions? 
o How typically do these things occur? 
o The goals for each system; the work it best supports? 

 Ideally, how should these systems be fitting into a teacher’s everyday job?  
o How typically is this happening?  
o How has the district supported this?  

 How are your systems limited? Do you ever need help? 
o Recent example?  
o How typically does this occur? 

 How much emphasis does your district place on using data systems?  
o In what ways is that emphasis shared with you? 
o How responsive is central office about improving systems or their use? 

 What role do campus administrators and staff play in this? 

 

Wrap-up 

 If you could wake up tomorrow and realize that the challenges of data use had been 

remedied, what would have happened?  
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Glossary 

Assessment system. A system that rapidly organizes and analyzes data from particular 

assessments. See also Wayman, Cho, and Richards (2010). 

Benchmark test. A periodic assessment used by districts, the nature and uses of which 

might vary by district.  

Computer data system. A system that enables teachers and other educators to access, 

aggregate, and examine student data. See also Wayman, Cho, and Richards 

(2010). 

Curriculum and Assessment Regional Solution (CARS). A system used in the 

McElroy Falls district offering some integrative capacities, but generally serving 

as an assessment system for TAKS and CBA data.  

Curriculum-based assessment (CBA). District-wide periodic assessments used in the 

McElroy Falls district. These intended to align with district curriculum units, 

providing data about students‟ performance according to student learning 

objectives. 

Dashboard Central. A system used in the McElroy Falls District. It had been purchased 

via federal stimulus funds and designed to serve as a data warehouse. 

Data warehouse. A system that integrates other data systems. See also Wayman, Cho, 

and Richards (2010). 

Flightpath. A system used in both the Lilac Springs districts and McElroy Falls districts. 

It handled student assessment data in both districts, although these functionalities 

were new to McElroy Falls educators.  
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Front End. A system used in the Nils Creek district. It was designed in-house to serve as 

interface for accessing basic data from the district‟s data warehouse, such as 

TAKS results, benchmark results, attendance, or discipline data.  

Progress Monitoring and Intervention Plus (PMI Plus). A system used in the Lilac 

Springs district, intended to store and analyze short, frequent assessments or 

“learning probes.” 

Student expectations (SEs). A term used in the McElroy Falls district to describe 

student learning objectives.  

Student Track. A system used in the Lilac Springs district, typically serving as an online 

gradebook. 

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS). The state‟s high-stakes test.   
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