Step 4: Continuous Assessment of Student Performance

Overview

There is considerable evidence that the most effective schools develop a rich means of regularly assessing student learning for purposes of school-wide improvement  

Much of the recent research on organizational change, whether it focuses on schools or other types of organizations, shows that effective organizations engage in collaborative problem solving focused on the systematic analysis of the gap between organizational goals and organizational performance. This means that effective organizations must continually call into question what is being accomplished and how the organization does its work. In highly effective schools, improvement focuses on challenges that are illuminated by continuing assessment of the differences between goals for student learning and development and actual student outcomes.
The process of examining student performance and the conditions that influence effective teaching and learning, (e.g. as does the KEYS-CSI process) creates dissonance or disequilibrium that must be resolved. Effective organizations use the stress and tension that derives from continually reexamining both processes and goals in positive ways. Schools that effectively manage the tension and stress around the need to improve do so by fostering continuous learning for both school staff members and students. Hence, it has become common to describe effective schools as "Learning Organizations". 

What continuous assessment means in specific terms will vary from school to school, as a profusion of methods are available, including the use of  running records, “tuning protocols,” looking at student work, lesson study, the inquiry cycle, and many others. The particular procedures that a school adopts matter less than how they embody the basic principles of evidence-based decision-making:  

· Assessment must be integrated or aligned with goals and standards, so that the information provided is directly relevant to the learning that is desired.  

· Information upon which assessment are based must be supplied in timely and transparent fashion so that teachers can use it in their work. 

· Assessments are public and collective.  Teachers come together as a community to work out assessments that all will participate in; and the school must create regular opportunities for teachers to present and discuss evidence of student learning in public forums.  

Effective schools schedule time for such collaborative assessment practice, making it integral to the work-day and week. Further, building school capacity to make use of evidence is likely to be a priority for school-wide initiatives, including professional development.  

Successful schools develop complementary formal and informal assessments and build these into the flow of instruction and other school improvements. Problem solving begins with evidence of the gap between goals and standards and learning outcomes.  What does the evidence reveal?  Consider, for example, a range of possible outcomes of an analysis of student literacy in relation to high priority goals.  Reading achievement seems acceptable overall but disaggregated results show substantial gaps between poor and minority students in the school and their white, middle class counterparts.  Or while certain component literacy skills look solid, others are deficient (e.g., students can decode text but when asked comprehension questions, they often stumble).  Or more contentiously, third grade results look solid, but fourth grade achievement is deficient.  Or, that teachers’ informal assessments of learning do not confirm what external test results show. 

 Because the continuous school improvement process calls for new uses of assessment, which implies new learning on the part of school participants, leaders in successful schools actively create opportunities for the needed professional learning as an integral part of an overall approach to assessment.   Furthermore, the school schedule must, and school social.  Norms of trust, reciprocity, risk taking, and conflict management rather than avoidance, autonomy and privacy must be established gradually in the school’s culture.   

In most cases, schools will need to  improve the ways that they work with evidence as the fundamental basis for progress.  Assessment becomes a central, driving force in the school, moving front and center. To accommodate this shift schools consider: 

· how time is organized to provide common time to examine assessment information, 

· the development cultural norms that encourage teachers to open both their teaching and their students’ learning to public scrutiny,

·  how the learning about and from assessment is acquired and made part of the regular working knowledge of teachers and administrators.  

In short, effective schools learn how to work with evidence—particularly assessment of student learning—but including a wide range of indicators related to school functioning. Examining KEYS survey Indicator 3.1 (Student Assessment Is Used for Decision Making to Improve Learning), will provide some information about whether teachers in your school believe that student assessment data are used effectively in decision-making about teaching and learning issues.  And, whether the school staff feels that it has the preparation it need to engage in problem solving and decision making is examined in KEYS survey Indicator 4.8.

A Framework for Analyzing Data on Possible Gaps between Priority Goals for Studednt Learning and Development and Student Performance 

How individual teachers use data on student performance to adapt their teaching to meet student needs significantly determines their effectiveness. But this Step in the KEYS-CSI process focuses on the collective analysis of student performance across the school and across subjects.  The primary purpose of this Step is to identify priorities for school improvement. Conclusions reached should be descriptive, not judgmental and, while the analysis may suggest solutions, it is important to resist the instinct to leap at ways to narrow the gaps between goals and evidence of student learning and development. Problem identification and priority setting now; problem solving in Step 5.

1. Participants

Each school will make the decision about who is to be involved, when, and in what ways.  Surely, the school improvement team (or whatever the leadership team is called) should be involved in the initial analysis of the data. But the process should be transparent and everyone in the school community, including families, should know about the process and have access to the data if they want it.  The result of the initial analysis should be shared with the entire school staff.  As problems are identified, those in a position to address them should do their own analysis of the data.  For example, achievement gaps in fourth grade reading should probably be addressed by fourth and third grade teachers.

2. List Priority Goals

Ideally, the listing of priority goals is available in a public place and on handouts to the school community.  One way to list the goals is list them in a column on the left side of a legal sized page.  Across the top of the page, the specific categories that reflect the details of goal attainment for different groups of students can be arrayed. A page of each grade level would be necessary.  But there are other ways.

3. Assemble Relevant Information for Each Goal

The information needed to examine the extent to which students have achieved priority goals depends, of course, on the specifics of the goals and the decisions made about how attainment of these goals will be measured during Step 3 of the KEYS-CSI process. Data developed to determine whether the school is meeting goals for “Annual Yearly Progress” are necessary but not likely sufficient; they deal with only part of the curriculum and the tests involved typically do not address the more ambitious goals of the 

teachers in the school. 

Data on student learning should be disaggregated by various sub-groups of students This, of course, is required by federal law but schools may wish to use other breakdowns depending on the makeup of the student body (federal definitions of ethnicity are very general, for example), goals of the school and ideas about the factors that influence student achievement. For possible ways to disaggregate student performance data, CLICK HERE. [link 4a] 

Longitudinal data are important in order to see trends. Most studies show substantial variation in aggregate student scores from year to year.  “Value-added” data that trace individual student progress are optimal.

While we use the term “data” (as in data based decisions making), evidence about student performance may not be readily quantified.  For example, teachers may have identified writing samples as a source of evidence on student literacy and therefore want to example samples of student work. Such “qualitative” data should inform judgments about needed improvements.

4. Enter Quantifiable Data on Worksheets

In part 2 (above) of this framework for analyzing student performance, a possible format for organizing data was suggested.  This part involves entering the relevant data in each box on the chart.  Of course, there is software available for doing this and school districts may have such processes in place.  Spreadsheet programs like Excel can be adapted to this purpose.

5. Analyzing the Evidence

In addition to simple tables and cross tabulations, graphical arrays are usually helpful in analyzing comparative data. For examples of tool for presenting data, CLICK HERE [link 4b] 

There is no single way to examine the evidence. Here are some guidelines:

· The primary goal is to identify where students are falling short of achieving goals and to be as specific as possible. Which goals, which students?

· It is also important to identify successes so that these are recognized and rewarded and so they can be examined for possible lessons on how to solve problems.

· Conclusions reached should be descriptive; no judgments about causes of short comings or successes at this point.

· Analyses should be collaborative involving those who will be responsible for any improvements needed.

· Statistical significance is not the standard for identifying successes or shortcomings.  Professional discussion and judgment will suffice. Sometimes important information is overlooked if analyses become too technical.

· Look for “interaction effects”.  Insights may depend on looking at how “sub-sub-groups” perform.  For example, breaking data down by race and gender so that one can look at how African American males compare with African American females may help in identifying issues to be addressed.

· Be mindful of the difficulties of communication as different analyses are discussed. 

· Determine which problems deserve highest priority as major initiatives. The analyses undertaken in this Step will probably identify many student outcomes that need to be addressed.  Of course, goals for which schools are held accountable and need to be addressed to forestall sanctions will be high priority. But, in highly effective schools addressing performance gaps related to other goals will be even more important to school staff.  Driving school improvement primarily to avoid sanctions is not likely to stimulate ambitious initiatives that can sustain the commitment of substantial effort over time.

To learn more about using student data for school improvement CLICK HERE: [link 4c]

In most schools, the thorough examination of shortcomings illuminated by the analysis of student performance will not be without tension and conflict as valued goals are not met and apparent differences the effectiveness of individuals and groups within the school are implied. Indeed, it is important to the success of improvement efforts that different perspectives are encouraged and respectfully considered, especially around issues about which people feel strongly. In Step 3, the importance of developing trusting and collaborative school cultures was emphasized and that discussion might be revisited. For some suggestions about how facilitate communication and deal with conflict in the context of decisions making, CLICK HERE [link 4d]

Finding Time

Throughout the KEYS-CSI process, collaborative analysis, learning and decision making is necessary.  This requires that time be found for administrators, faculty, and staff to work together. Some of the ways schools have reorganized time for collaborative study and action are:

· Double existing planning time in alternate days

· Schedule common planning time around non teaching time

· Combine classes to create larger classes to free up some teachers, e.g., for physical education

· Combine classes on an ad hoc basis to free up a teacher to visit  or otherwise bring back knowledge to the team or school

· Create learning activities that do not require the presence of certified teachers

· Early release days once in week or twice a month

To learn more about ways to find time for collaborative work on school improvement, CLICK HERE. [link 4e]

____________________________________________________________

Links
Link 4a

Disaggregating Data

Page 4.11, Part 3, Fac Guide.  Use only the section on Disaggregating Data
Link 4b

Tools for Presenting  Data

Pages 4.19-4.21, Part 3, Fac Guide
____________________________________________________________________

Link 4c

Analyzing Data for School Improvement

· NCREL, Guide to Using Data in School Improvement Efforts, December 2004. This is online document identifies the several steps involved in using data for school improvement. Note that the model for data based decision making is consistent with but different from the model developed by Hawley and Sykes that is in the learning resources for KEYS-CSI, Step 2. This web site, in which this document is presented, has a great deal of related information that will be useful to school leaders seeking to use data to facilitate school improvement. Available at www.ncrel.org/datause/howto/guidebook.php
· National Staff Development Council, Guidelines for Analyzing Data, 2001.

Ten propositions that outline does and don’ts of analyzing data in collaborative settings. [link 4f] 

· National Education Association, 2004, A Process for Analyzing Data & Analysis Leading to Action.  These two brief (one page each) sets of suggestions may help in organizing and drawing conclusions from your analysis of student performance.  [link 4g] 

________________________________________________________________

Link 4d

Facilitating Communication and Resolving Conflicts

pp. 5.1-5.23, Part 2, Fac Guide
___________________________________________________________

Link 4e

Finding Time

KEYS Survey Data

As with most professions, the most useful professional development activities can be face to face professional relationships with colleagues. Indicator 4.6 (Teachers have regularly scheduled time to learn from one another) examines the quality and quantity of teacher to teacher professional development in your school, including administrative meetings and planning periods.

It is not only that teachers must have time to work and learn together, the time they have must be extensive enough to engage in serious work (a class period is better than nothing but probably inadequate given logistics) and must be used well.  Easier said than done, of course. There are numerous ways that time can be found to in each week and throughout the school year to facilitate collaboration but these invariably involve tradeoffs and, often, challenges by parents.  To justify the allocation of this time for collaborative teacher learning and action, it is useful to be able to show that specific actions that can improve student performance are the product of such common action.

Research and Examples
· To find several examples of ways to restructure time in schools, go to the website of NCREL (North Central Regional Educational Laboratory) (www.ncrel.org/pd/time.htm). You can search ways to restructure time in schools. 
· On how to reschedule instructional time, see K. Cushman (1995), Using Time Well:  Schedules in Essential Schools.  http://www.essentialschools.org/cs/resources/view/ces_res/15
____________________________________________________________

Link 4f

Does and Don’ts of Analyzing Data

p.4.9, part three, Facilitator’s Guide] 

________________________________________________________________________

Link 4f 

Process for Analyzing Data and Analysis Leading to Action

pp. 4-10 and 4-11, part three, Facilitators Guide. Delete section on disaggregating data (covered in Link a)
