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Data-Driven Decision-Making 

By Patti Slobogin, Director, Donise Robinson and Denise Jaffe, Special Education 

School Improvement Specialists 
  

The use of data is not new to schools, teachers, 

administrators, state education agencies, or 

parents. Indeed, school administrators and 

teachers have used data since schooling began; 

however, never has data literacy been as important 

as it is in the wake of the No Child Left Behind Act 

(NCLB) of 2001. NCLB mandated that teachers 

systematically analyze data collected from 

standardized state- and national-level assessments 

and use the findings in instructional decision making, ushering in the era of “data-driven decision-making”.  

This continues as a priority in the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the successor to NCLB. 

 

The underlying premise of data-driven decision-making is that educators collect and use data in a way that 

leads to improvements in instruction and student outcomes.  Data are meant to be collected, organized and 

analyzed, then combined with educators’ understanding and expertise, to become actionable knowledge 

(Marsh et al., 2006). Individual educators and teams of educators then engage in a Plan-Do-Study-Act, or 

PDSA, cycle (see NIRN) where they plan and take action based on their understanding of the data and of 

effective instructional practices (Plan-Do), collect new data to assess the effectiveness of those actions 

(Study), and continue to analyze and act to improve instruction and student outcomes (Act).  The cycle might 

focus on a range of important actions, from setting a school-wide goal and monitoring progress toward 

attainment of the goal, to assessing the impact of targeted support to low-performing students, to evaluating 

a new program or set of practices. 
 

So how effective have we been as a field in implementing data-driven decision-making?  An article from 

the RAND Research Corporation from 2006 by Marsh, Pane and Hamilton, still resonates today.  The authors 

note many challenges in engaging in the process: 

» The quality and types of data used:  We still tend to over-rely on statewide assessment test scores and 

interim progress tests based on those assessments.  We are not as systematic in learning from other data 

https://nirn.fpg.unc.edu/learn-implementation/improvement-cycles
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sources like classroom-generated data (student work on classroom tests, assignments and homework); 

examination of classroom practices (learning walks and walk-throughs that include observations of 

instruction and materials and talking to students); and satisfaction and opinion data (teacher, student, 

family surveys). 

» Easy and timely access to data:  Because of our reliance on statewide and interim progress tests, teachers 

and teams often do not receive data on student performance until significant time has passed. 

» Perceived quality of data:  Many educators express doubts about the validity of this data because of factors 

like low response rates, concerns about whether students take them seriously, and whether they measure 

meaningful aspects of the curriculum, affecting their buy-in and support for use of the data. 

» Training in use of data to make decisions about instruction:  Many educational leaders have not received 

training and coaching in using data to make meaningful decisions.  This leads to the frequent teacher 

complaint that they are “drowning in data” that provides no useful and actionable information.  

» Curriculum pacing pressures:  Many teachers still feel they do not have the flexibility to alter instruction 

when analysis of data reveals problems because of curriculum pacing calendars. 

» Lack of time to collect, analyze, synthesize and interpret data. 

» Organizational culture and leadership:  Effective implementation of data-driven decision-making can only 

occur in school cultures with well-established norms of openness and collaboration, and when school 

leaders have a strong vision for data use.  If teachers do not see data use as an opportunity to reflect on 

and improve craft but as a “gotcha”, they will have little motivation to engage in the process. 
 

So what do Marsh et al. recommend?  Read the full report, as well as the Fitch Research Roundup in the 

School Tools section above, for a more in-depth discussion of effective strategies for data-driven decision-

making, but here is a summary of some of their recommendations: 

o Inventory your student outcome assessments to ensure they serve a clear purpose and provide useful 

information; stop using assessments that do not provide actionable information 

o At the same time, collect and use other types of data, like satisfaction data and data on 

implementation of practices, to inform decision-making 

o Ensure you are using data that can be accessed and analyzed immediately; assign individuals to filter 

data and help translate them into usable knowledge 

o Invest time in identifying a repertoire of evidence-based instructional practices and interventions to 

use when a problem is detected 

o Train staff in a problem-solving process that goes beyond analyzing data to taking action based on 

data; allocate adequate time for educators to study and think about the available data and to 

collaborate in interpreting data and developing next steps and actions 

o Give teachers sufficient flexibility to alter instruction based on data analysis rather than following 

mandated curriculum pacing schedules 
 

These are not easy fixes in our complex educational systems, but this Rand Research Brief suggests that 

these practices result in more engaged teachers and improved outcomes for students.  If we start with that as 

our “Why”, we need to strive for these “Hows”. 
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 School Tool:   

Data-Driven Decision-Making 
 

Read the full RAND Corporation research report, Making Sense of Data-Driven Decision Making in Education, 

on which the lead article is based by clicking on the title.  The Research Roundup from the National 

Association of Elementary School Principals, entitled Data that Drives Decisions, includes additional links to 

reports on data-driven decision-making in schools.  
 

   

Bright Spot! 
 

This month’s Bright Spot comes from districts that participated in the Student-Directed IEP series with Kit 

Casey and Stephanie Wozniak, RSE-TASC Transition Specialists, and Naomi Brickel and Jenna Lequia, from the 

Hudson Valley Special Education Parent Center. These districts were Blind Brook, Mahopac, Mount Vernon, 

North Salem, Ossining, Pearl River and Pelham.  

  

What were students able to achieve?  Student achievements are perhaps best characterized by quotes from 

students, a parent and an educator: 

 Student: “I can now make my own choices in my programs, tell others what I’d like to accomplish and 

how I’m going to do it.”   

 Student: “I cannot believe that I learned so much about myself.  And once I knew so much about 

myself, I also knew that I had to be a part of the IEP process.  I know I can be a leader and someone 

who can have a say in what it is I want to do.” 

 Parent:  “It gave my daughter the confidence and strength to become who she really is and know what 

she can do....”   

 Educator: “By helping students truly understand the IEP process and their learning needs, [they can] 

use that understanding to better communicate with their teachers and families, and carry the self-

advocacy skills with them to post-secondary education or as they choose a career path.”   

  

What practices or systems made this possible?  Teams of educators engaged in shared learning throughout 

the year on ways to increase students’ self determination skills, including participation in their own 

educational planning process. They developed and implemented strategies that empowered students to 

become actively engaged in developing and implementing their IEPs. 

  

What can we learn from this? 

Both research and our own experience show that, when districts implement a student-directed IEP process, 

student achievement, self-determination, and motivation all increase.  

 

Do you have questions for the RSE-TASC?  You can contact us at 914-248-2289 or rse-tasc@pnwboces.org. 
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