
 E
ducation leaders, like 
leaders in every field, 
know that what gets 
measured is what gets 
done. Or at least what 

gets measured and talked 
about on a regular basis  
has a better chance of 
getting done.

Today’s education leaders use more 
diverse data than ever before. These 
data, used well, can help school 
boards and others who care about 
education make good decisions — 
ones based not on the loudest voices 
or the latest theories, but on the  
facts about what their students are 
learning and which needs are not yet 
being addressed. Determining which 
data are relevant at any moment and 
translating the data into sound deci-
sion-making can be challenging.

Furthermore, data are at the  
core of the latest education reforms. 
Common Core standards require 
teachers to use data to assess student 
learning. The state’s new educator 
effectiveness system uses data to 
evaluate teachers and principals.  
The new accountability system uses 

data to assess school and district 
success regarding student achieve-
ment and their ability to close 
achievement gaps. School board 
members will also need to under-
stand how to use data to effectively 
evaluate their district’s efforts.

 | what if i don’t like data?
In any group, it’s likely that data 
bring out a wide range of responses 
— from Chicken Little’s “The sky is 
falling!” to the ostrich’s attempts to 
ignore the data until they go away. 
Most of us fall somewhere in 
between: We aren’t as comfortable 
and confident as we’d like when 
using data to lead for student 
achievement.

Agreement on 
common data basics 
improves communica-
tion both as we make 
data-based decisions 
and as we explain 
those decisions to 
others.

| introducing 
Data Basics 
and Data First

New this spring, the 
WASB Data Basics 
workshop introduces 

simple practices for effectively orga-
nizing and presenting data to boards 
and the public. Core concepts come 
from Data First for Governance, a 
research-based, board-tested work-
shop series developed by the National 
School Board Association’s Center for 
Public Education. This evidence-based 
training has been designed for school 
boards and key district staff, 
including superintendents and  
business officials.

The WASB’s Governance and 
Leadership Development (GoLD) 
team offered a two-hour introduction 
to Data Basics at the 2012 Conven-
tion. What follows is an overview of 
three key concepts from that session.

Surprisingly simple ideas for disentangling data

 Would you rather see this?

Data First
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continued  | 

| it can be stunningly 
simple

•	 Make	a	picture	—	it’s	worth	 
a thousand words (and 10,000 
numbers). And by using color 
consistently, you can share  
information quickly.

•	 Ask	the	guiding	questions.

•	 Avoid	the	pitfall	of	averages	 
by focusing on the distribution  
of results.

| why make a picture?
Imagine you’re at a board meeting 
with a tough decision in front of 
you. Would you rather have raw 

spreadsheet data presented or a 
color-coded table? Check out the 
comparison below.

The second table uses color to 
identify levels of achievement: red 
for needs improvement, blue for 
satisfactory, green for proficient, and 
teal for advanced. As you can see, 
adding color to this table makes it 
very easy to see the successes and 
opportunities. This color grouping  
is the same system used by the 
Department of Public Instruction  
in the WINSS system and will be 
carried over when the new, state 
data warehouse is completed.

| How do we know  
what questions to ask?

Most questions about 
achievement come 
down to some form of 
the basic question, 
“How are we doing?” 
This question is 
incomplete. To get an 
understanding of your 
district’s data, you 
have to ask, “Com-
pared to what?” In 
fact, as school board 
members, the question 
“Compared to what?” 
is what we should be 

most interested in. We can simplify 
all of our data analysis if we focus on 
one set of guiding questions.

Standards: These data may 
compare district performance to 
local, state or national targets.  
Here we’re asking: Did we make it? 
How close were we? How far do we 
have to go? Most boards stop here 
thinking they’ve covered it, but this 
is just one piece of the big picture.

Self: These data show trends in 
your district’s performance over 
time. Here we’re asking: Are we 
closer than we were last month, last 
year? Are we moving forward, 
holding steady or moving backward? 
But we still don’t have the whole 
picture.

Others: There was a time when 
many were reluctant to present 
comparison data, but more and 
more school boards are viewing data 
across schools, districts and states to 
gain a broader perspective.

| why do we need to  
disaggregate the data?

Averages may tell us some inter-
esting things about baseball players, 
but averages can hide important 
contexts when looking at student 

 Or this?
rEAdING MATH SCIENCE SOC. STudIES

School A 70 68 51 62

School B 75 65 50 85

School C 68 68 45 45

School D 64 70 55 66

School E 86 81 70 75

School F 72 65 58 60

School G 55 60 30 40
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achievement (And 
to be honest,  
even baseball has 

expanded its data collec-
tion to include a wider array of statis-
tics that give a more complete picture 
of a baseball player’s performance).

Disaggregating data can help us  
see a more nuanced picture. Disaggre-
gating data can help you see how 
students in the four main protected 
classes are doing—race, special educa-
tion, poverty and gender. You can see 
how different schools in your district 
are performing; how different grades 
are achieving. This information can 
help you understand how to better 
align budgets and professional devel-
opment to address issues that show up 
in the data.

| Are data really  
all that powerful?

Data has the potential to help us 
make better decisions. But a word of 
caution: data are not a substitute for 

developing positive relationships 
with your stakeholders. When  
positive, trusting relationships are 
absent, data can become suspect. 
Data loses power in a climate of 
mistrust and conflict. So, while data 
use is a central component of the 
latest accountability reforms, on  
its own it cannot improve results.  
Education leaders still need to 
develop relationships if data are to 
be truly effective analytical tools.

While data do NOT make diffi-
cult choices easy, it does have its 
place in the decision-making process. 
Data can inform deliberation, 
prompting the board to ask ques-

tions about district performance. 
Data can reveal areas of opportunity 
and celebration. Data can help you 
see if you are on track with your 
goals and strategic plan, and adjust 
if needed. Data can help explain why 
a particular decision was made.

Data on its own will never substi-
tute for the deliberation that takes 
place in our school board meetings. 
And, it can provide important infor-
mation, adding nuances to the discus-
sion and decision-making process. 
How would you rate your board’s 
ability to use data?  n

Written by WASB Governance and Leader-
ship Development (GoLD) staff.

DATA FiRST Training
The wASB governance and Leadership Development (goLD) team has begun  

offering Data First training to Wisconsin school boards this summer.  
contact Deb Gurke (608-512-1710 or dgurke@wasb.org) for more information  

and to book a training session for your school district.
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Is your insurance provider a 
phone number or a partner?

Personal service.
That’s the strength  
of our Community.

 – General Liability
 – Auto Liability

Unlike other insurance companies that provide coverages based solely on price 
and are not heard from again until renewal time, we work directly with our 
clients in partnership to control their insurance costs through a unique risk 
management and aggressive claims philosophy. And because we are local 
government, we always keep the end goal of saving taxpayer dollars in mind.

Take control of your insurance needs with Community Insurance 
Corporation. It just makes sense.

 

 

Community Insurance Corporation provides liability insurance coverage 
for cities, towns, villages and school districts. We offer broad coverage, 
designed to specifically meet the needs of Wisconsin public entities 
under ONE single liability policy form to include:

 – School Board Legal Liability
 – Public Officials Errors and Omissions

To learn more, please contact Karen Flynn or John Dirkse, Aegis Corporation, 
1.800.236.6885 or karen@aegis-wi.com/john@aegis-wi.com


