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Background
About the Data Use Standards
As state and local education agencies increasingly focus on serving educators with their data systems, a common challenge has
arisen: identifying the critical knowledge, skills, and behaviors needed by teachers and administrators to use data effectively. Many
states are creating data literacy and data use training programs for pre- and in-service educators without a common foundation
on which to base the content. In addition, several state education agencies and educator preparation programs have begun
communicating about how to create a stronger alignment between pre- and in-service training for educators regarding data use.
In 2014, the SLDS Data Use Standards Workgroup released SLDS Data Use Standards: Knowledge, Skills, and Professional Behaviors
for Effective Data Use. This resource detailed a set of essential standards required by educators to effectively use data to inform
instructional and programmatic decisions. The following year, the workgroup expanded the information in this resource and
released SLDS Data Use Standards: Standards in Practice, a collection of case studies demonstrating how local and state education
agencies are applying the standards to support educator data use.
The resources are intended to inform pre- and in-service educator training programs, and the language is purposefully
nontechnical to make them accessible for educators.
All SLDS Data Use Standards materials are available online at https://slds.grads360.org/#program/data-use-standards.

About the Master Standards
Although all educators who use data would benefit from proficiency in the full set of Data Use Standards, the master
standards highlight the absolutely essential subset of standards that different educator roles need to know to use data
effectively. This publication is the third of three resources describing how different educator roles can apply the Data Use
Standards to their work. The educator roles covered by the Master Standards series are teachers, school- and district-level data
leads, and school and district leadership.

Teachers
This resource defines a teacher as an educator who makes day-to-day instructional decisions for a student. This definition can
also include educators with job titles other than “teacher.” For example, a teacher as defined by this resource might include
a school counselor who helps to develop Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) and focuses on instructional support
decisions for students.

Data Leads
A data lead is defined as an individual or group of individuals at the school or district level responsible for the access,
collection, analysis, and reporting of data, as well as for facilitating decisionmaking for a group or organization through the use
of data. Data leads are also responsible for assisting staff through hands-on support and training.
The roles and responsibilities of data leads may vary depending on the structure and size of their schools or districts. Some
data leads may be responsible only for data within a specific school or grade level. The SLDS Data Use Standards resources
identify these individuals as school data leads. Others may be responsible for data within an entire school district. These
individuals are identified as district data leads. A data lead may be a distinct role within a school or district, or it may be an
added responsibility assigned to a teacher, administrator, or support staff member.

School and District Leadership
Leadership is defined as senior-level administrators within a school or district. School leadership includes principals and
assistant principals. District leadership includes administrators such as superintendents, assistant superintendents, and heads
of departments.
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Knowledge

Section

Familiarity with the nature of data and concepts underlying data use; includes
the learning and theory that education communities need as a foundation for
using data to improve education outcomes
See definitions for key terms on page 10.

Standard

K.1.A Question Formation
Knows which questions can be answered with data and how to identify the nature and extent of the data needed to
answer questions.

Example

Questions help school leaders understand and use data to inform decisionmaking. School leaders have access
to many different types of data related to their school or district. These data may include student learning data
(such as the results of state assessments), attendance, graduation rates, behavior, course enrollment, class grades,
demographics, climate surveys, and more. Without formulating a question, leaders may be overwhelmed by the
amount of data and unable to use it effectively. Below are examples of questions and the data that may be helpful
in answering them.
Question: How are our students doing on the state assessment?

School leaders can use state assessment data to reflect on the practice and student performance of the district,
school, or individual classroom. While the aggregated data may tell part of the story, asking more focused
questions
will help
school
or district
leaders
a better understanding.
More focused
questions
might
be concepts.
Figure 1. The master standards are
organized
into
sections
and
aregain
accompanied
by examples
that
illustrate
key

How to Use This Resource

1.
2.

On which math concepts did our students score the highest? Lowest?
How did the performance of special needs students compare to that of regular education students?

Question: How has the adoption of the new reading curriculum affected learning?

This publication is divided into three sections containing the master standards that school and district leadership need to use
School leadersskills,
might look
a variety of databehaviors.
sources to answer
question. in
State
assessment
data effectively broken down by knowledge,
andatprofessional
The this
standards
each
sectiondata,
areachievement
defined and
test data, formative assessments, and student grades may produce quantitative data that could help assess how
accompanied by examples showing how leadership can apply them in their work (see figure 1).
the new curriculum affected learning. In addition, school leaders may use focus groups, surveys, and interviews to
gather qualitative data in order to understand what effect, if any, the curriculum has on learning.

Authors

Question: What, if any, is the relationship between attendance and student performance on the

state
assessment?
This resource was created by the 16
members
of the SLDS Data Use Standards Workgroup representing 10 states1 and
facilitated by the SLDS Grant Program State Support Team. Members represent state education agencies, local education
Educators may be concerned about the effect of student absences on state assessment scores. School leaders
agencies, regional service agencies,could
postsecondary
institutions,
and
state
through
workforce)
match student attendance
records
with
stateP-20W+
assessment (early
scores tochildhood
determine whether
a correlation
exists.
longitudinal data systems.
The results could then be shared with students, teachers, parents, and other stakeholders to demonstrate the
importance of good attendance as related to student performance.

By formalizing thoughtful questions, the district data lead encourages administrators to define exactly what
questions they want answered. This specificity helps the data lead identify the data needed to answer the questions.
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1 California, Hawai‘i, Montana, Nebraska, New Hampshire, North Dakota, Oklahoma, South Dakota, Tennessee, and Washington.
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Knowledge
Familiarity with the nature of data and concepts underlying data use; includes
the learning and theory that education communities need as a foundation for
using data to improve education outcomes
See definitions for key terms on page 10.

K.1.A Question Formation
Knows which questions can be answered with data and how to identify the nature and extent of the data needed to
answer questions.
Questions help school leaders understand and use data to inform decisionmaking. School leaders have access
to many different types of data related to their school or district. These data may include student learning data
(such as the results of state assessments), attendance, graduation rates, behavior, course enrollment, class grades,
demographics, climate surveys, and more. Without formulating a question, leaders may be overwhelmed by the
amount of data and unable to use the data effectively. Below are examples of questions and the data that may be
helpful in answering them.
Question: How are our students doing on the state assessment?
School leaders can use state assessment data to reflect on the practice and student performance of the district,
school, or individual classroom. While the aggregated data may tell part of the story, asking more focused
questions will help school or district leaders gain a better understanding. More focused questions might be
1.
2.

On which math concepts did our students score the highest? Lowest?
How did the performance of special needs students compare to that of regular education students?

Question: How has the adoption of the new reading curriculum affected learning?
School leaders might look at a variety of data sources to answer this question. State assessment data, achievement
test data, formative ASSESSMENTS, and student grades may produce quantitative data that could help assess
how the new curriculum affected learning. In addition, school leaders may use focus groups, surveys, and
interviews to gather qualitative data in order to understand what effect, if any, the curriculum has on learning.
Question: What, if any, is the relationship between attendance and student performance on the
state assessment?
Educators may be concerned about the effect of student absences on state assessment scores. School leaders
could match student attendance records with state assessment scores to determine whether a correlation exists.
The results could then be shared with students, teachers, parents, and other stakeholders to demonstrate the
importance of good attendance as related to student performance.
By formalizing thoughtful questions, the district data lead encourages administrators to define exactly what
questions they want answered. This specificity helps the data lead identify the data needed to answer the
questions.
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K.1.B Data Quality
Knows that high-quality data are based on valid data that are reliable, accurate, timely, and complete.
To make data-informed decisions, school leaders know that the data they use must be of high quality. Valid data
measure what they were intended to measure, and the data collection instrument must yield reliable results. Invalid
and unreliable data are not useful in decisionmaking. In addition, the data must be accurate, timely, and complete.
Otherwise, the data may lead to inaccurate conclusions.
An example of a valid use of data would be a school leader using student performance on a mathematics
assessment to select a new math curriculum. A math assessment is intended to provide data on students’
math performance.
An example of using data that are not timely would be a school leader using achievement test results from a test
that was administered five years ago. These are not high-quality data because the results are not timely. Obtaining
data that are more current will help the school leader make better decisions.

K.1.C Types of Data
Knows that data come in two main forms—quantitative and qualitative—and that, within these forms, there are
other categories.
School leaders understand that data may be divided into two main forms: quantitative and qualitative. Quantitative
data are expressed in numbers, while qualitative data are generally expressed in words. Quantitative data can
include test scores, grades, attendance rates, graduation rates, and enrollments. Qualitative data can include data
from interviews and surveys. To get a complete picture of their school or district, leaders often gather and analyze
both quantitative and qualitative data. Qualitative data are generally used to validate quantitative data and to
explore topics in more depth.

Knowledge, Skills, and Professional Behaviors for Effective Data Use – Master Standards for School and District Leadership, November 2016
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Skills
The ability to access, collect, analyze, interpret, act on, and communicate
about data using appropriate tools and representations in a manner
appropriate for the educator’s professional role and responsibility
See definitions for key terms on page 10.

S.1.A Goals and Questions
Identifies baseline measure(s) and poses questions that can be answered with data.
Before creating goals and questions to be answered with the data, school leaders must first identify which key
indicators should be measured and the current performance for these indicators. The baseline is the level of
performance at the start of data collection that can be used to measure change in indicators in the future.
Once the baseline is determined, school leaders can develop questions and goals related to the key indicators.
For example, a school leader may find that the fourth-grade students in West Overshoe Elementary had an
average scale score of 105 on the state math assessment. After introducing a new math curriculum, the school
leader asked the following question: “Did the fourth-grade students perform better in math than last year’s
fourth-grade students?” In order to answer the question, the school leader would compare the scale score from
this year’s state math assessment to the baseline scale score of 105 from the previous school year.

S.1.D Data Meaning
Identifies different types of data and can explain specific data definitions and how data are collected and formatted.
School leaders must be able to explain important details about the data. For example, reading proficiency may
be defined as scoring above the 50th percentile on the state reading assessment, or reading proficiency may be
defined as scoring above a set scale score. In order to analyze data, leaders need to understand what data were
collected, how and when the data were collected, where the data are stored, and what the data mean. Often school
leaders create an assessment inventory for their school or district to help keep track of such data details. The
assessment inventory may collect the following information for each assessment:
Assessment Name

Assessment Area

Collection Dates

Grade Level

Where Stored

Uses

Inventory adapted from Bernhardt, V.L. (2013). Data analysis for continuous school improvement (3rd ed.). Larchmont,
NY: Eye on Education.

S.6.A Presentation
Presents and displays data in various forms, both visually and in text, using appropriate technologies.
School and district leadership communicate data to teachers, other district staff, and key stakeholders. These key
stakeholders may include members of local boards and community organizations, as well as parents and state
leaders. Data visualization can add meaning and power to data; however, leaders must be able to discern the
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most appropriate medium and visualization to convey the desired message with accuracy. Effectiveness can be
compromised when data are only communicated through text documents or narrative summaries.
For example, school and district leaders may want to present data to the local school board as they advocate for
increased funding or support for a specific program. Because data visualizations are powerful, it is important to
select the best way to display the data. The message could be lost because of a poor visualization.
Another example could be in certain cases where school leaders need to help teachers convey learning
information about a student to parents. Proper presentation is crucial in helping parents understand the needs of
their children.

S.7.A Strategies
Identifies appropriate strategies grounded in evidence to address the needs and goals identified during data analysis.
One common complaint is that school staff spend a great deal of time analyzing data but do not take action
based on what they discover. School and district leaders must have the skills to link needs identified based on data
to interventions, programs, or actions that will address those needs. They must be able to discover root causes and
determine key action items based on the data. In addition, they must be well versed in research and best practices
around certain common needs. It is important for school leaders to both lead staff through the process and allow
them to contribute.
For example, a school leader walks through data with a large group of staff members. A common need emerges:
the group identifies a five-year decline in middle school reading scores. The school leader then works with the
large group to identify the cause. The group discovers that middle school teachers spend less time emphasizing
reading skills. The school leader works with the group to build consensus around how to address the issue. The
group determines that, while less time is devoted directly to reading skills, teachers in all content areas must infuse
discussion about reading and use of reading skills into their lessons. The school leader employs coaches to help
teachers incorporate reading skills into their instruction.

Knowledge, Skills, and Professional Behaviors for Effective Data Use – Master Standards for School and District Leadership, November 2016
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Professional Behaviors
Habits of professional action based on values and beliefs that underlie an
educator’s practice as it is related to data use
See definitions for key terms on page 10.

B.1.A Data Quality
Strives to use, contribute, and maintain high-quality data.
School and district leadership are often accountable for data quality. Other key staff members may be the ones
actually submitting or creating the data, but it is the responsibility of school and district leadership to create a
culture of data quality. This responsibility includes not only encouraging accurate data entry and submission but
also outlining the process for data verification before and after submission or entry. School leaders also monitor
teachers to ensure that they are collecting and using accurate data.
For example, if a district secretary is responsible for collecting and submitting data, then district leadership
must give her uninterrupted time to collect, enter, and submit data. Interruptions often cause data entry
errors. Leadership may also create a team responsible for reviewing and verifying data for accuracy. Such a task
may require staff members who are intimately familiar with certain areas of data, such as special education,
assessment, and Title I data.
In another example, school leadership, as a part of teacher observation and evaluation, could monitor the quality
of data being collected by teachers in formative assessments and other classroom-level data.

B.2.C Advocacy for Protections
Advocates for changes to existing laws or policies when needed to ensure the proper protection and use of data.
School and district leadership balance protecting student privacy with using data for continuous improvement. In
order for data to be used for instructional improvement, student data often must be shared with multiple people.
However, that exposure must also maintain confidentiality. District leaders are responsible for protecting
the student data and should advocate for policies that do not prevent use of data for improvement. This
responsibility starts at the district but may require action and advocacy for policy at the state or federal level.
For example, if no policies or laws exist to protect data either at the district or state level, district leadership
would work with the school board or state policymakers to develop laws or policies that protect data privacy.
When proposed policies make it difficult to use data for continuous improvement, district leadership can advocate
against these policies while demonstrating how protection can be assured.

B.4.A Problem Solving
Views challenges related to data as opportunities rather than as problems.
School and district leadership are responsible for the widespread use of data for decisionmaking in their schools
or districts. Data use comes with many challenges, especially because data use in education is ever evolving.
Challenges can include technology needs for collecting and displaying data, training staff in the proper use of
8
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data, setting aside time for data analysis, and changing perceptions about data use. Some of these challenges or
barriers are fiscal in nature, while others are related to perceptions. Some are a combination of both. School and
district leaders should not allow such challenges to derail a culture of data use for continuous improvement.
For example, district leadership may find it difficult to hire or develop a district staff member to serve in a
capacity devoted exclusively to data. Often this resistance is related to available full-time equivalent positions
or fiscal concerns about creating a position to serve in such a limited capacity. Some district leaders have found
creative ways to fill this need, such as paying a staff member an extra-duty stipend to organize data for the district
or giving a staff member extra planning time to do data work for the school.
Another challenge could be that teachers or other district staff resist using data because they do not feel
comfortable or believe data use is beyond their expertise. District and school leaders may see this challenge as a
staff development opportunity. Leaders can create a culture in which staff who are uncomfortable with certain
skills, such as data use, know that they will have the opportunity to learn the new skill and that they will not be
made uncomfortable or punished for what they do not yet know.

Knowledge, Skills, and Professional Behaviors for Effective Data Use – Master Standards for School and District Leadership, November 2016
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Key Terms
As they are related to data or data use
key terms

are designated throughout the document.

analysis

The process of systematically applying statistical and/or logical techniques
to describe and illustrate, condense and recap, and evaluate data.

assessment

The systematic collection, review, and use of information about education
programs undertaken for the purpose of evaluation or improvement.
Assessment can also refer to an instrument, tool, or method of obtaining
information from tests or other sources about the achievement or abilities
of individuals (adapted from the National Council on Measurement in
Education’s Glossary of Important Assessment and Measurement Terms,
https://www.ncme.org/ncme/NCME/Resource_Center/Glossary/NCME/
Resource_Center/Glossary1.aspx).

baseline

The level of performance at the start of data collection that can be used
to measure change in indicators in the future.

baseline measures

Variables or metrics used to identify an individual or group’s initial level
of performance at the start of the data collection process prior to a
program or intervention.

confidentiality

The responsibility of a person who has access to another individual’s
personal data not to share the data without consent.

correlation

Describes when two variables are related, but where the relationship
may not be causal. A positive correlation occurs when the values of two
variables increase together (e.g., years of education and income). A
negative correlation occurs when one variable increases while the other
decreases (e.g., number of absences and grades).

data collection

The process of gathering and measuring information in a systematic
fashion to answer questions.

data definition

Language for describing data or information structures.

formative

Describes information that can be collected and used to improve or
inform progress during a learning opportunity.

formative assessments

Tools or procedures used to collect information used to improve or inform
progress during a learning opportunity. Also known as “assessments for
learning.”

high-quality data

Data that are generally agreed upon as trustworthy and are gathered
through a valid and reliable instrument or process.

measure

A specific calculation, score, or classification that accurately represents
the variable or characteristic being analyzed.

privacy

An individual’s right to have his or her personal information kept private.
This right is balanced by the need for collection and dissemination.

qualitative

Data that are not expressed numerically (e.g., interviews, student
projects, student behavior, videos).

quantitative

Data that are expressed numerically (e.g., assessment scores, GPA,
attendance, enrollment, surveys).

reliable

Stable and consistent results.
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timely

Data that are collected and analyzed at the most useful time and are
not late.

valid

Describes how well a test measures what it is purported to measure.

Knowledge, Skills, and Professional Behaviors for Effective Data Use – Master Standards for School and District Leadership, November 2016
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