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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Education has evolved into a system that emphasizes data use.  Data are used to 

discriminate between successful and failing districts, schools, teachers and students.  Data are 

used to gain insights to student demographics.  In some cases, teachers use data to evaluate 

instructional practices and student progress.  In many districts in America, a data specialist is 

even hired to gather, disaggregate and interpret data for the entire district or specific schools. 

Due to funding, many charter schools often do not have the luxury of hiring a person who is 

solely responsible for collecting and interpreting data. The lack of knowledge and training on 

student data driven decision-making may hinder charter teachers from making instructional 

decisions throughout the school year within their own classrooms.  

The literature outlines the cause of the absence of data driven decision-making among 

most teachers is due to the lack of knowledge and training.  Teachers in charters schools do 

not have the organizational supports as compared to their traditional public school teacher 



iv 

counterparts.  The purpose of this study was to provide an overall story of the experiences of 

teachers in charter schools under the guidance of one sponsor in the Midwest. 

This heuristic case study, with the help of narrative inquiry, describes the experiences 

of teachers concerning data driven decision-making in a Midwest charter school network.  

One primary research question led this study and included four sub-questions.  The research 

questions were as follows: 

 1.  How do data inform the decisions teachers in charter schools charter schools make     

in the classroom? 

A. How do teachers define data driven decision-making? 

B. How do teachers describe its use in the classroom? 

C. What kind of data do teachers include when making data driven decisions?  

D. What types of support are received from others about the process of data 

driven decision-making?  

All five participants taught state-tested subjects in the middle school grades at two 

Midwest charter schools in the same area.  While both schools were under the sponsorship of 

the same university, they yielded very different achievement scores on the yearly state 

assessments. The participants were interviewed, observed, and recorded their thoughts in 

journals.  An official document used at both schools was also used as a source of data for this 

study.   

 Understanding data, collaboration and communication were the themes present after 

analyzing all data sources.  The importance of each teacher’s story and issues surrounding 

the power of teaching also surfaced based on the stories of the participants.  The voices of 
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these teachers have to ability to encourage future professional development opportunities in 

data based decision-making for the entire charter school network.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

I sincerely believe teaching is one of the best occupations.  All students deserve an 

education that provides them access to choices allowing them to pursue their dreams.  I have 

always wanted to participate in the development of my students’ dreams.  I began my career 

as an elementary teacher in a traditional public school system, but after only two years, I took 

a chance to go work at a new charter school. 

In 1999, charter schools entered into the educational arena in my state.  My 

colleagues from the local district thought I was absolutely insane for leaving an established 

school district to go work for an unpredictable charter school.  When I made the decision to 

leave, the charter school I was going to work for did not have a building, half of its staff, any 

students and most importantly a teachers’ union.  

It has been 15 years since I left the district to work in an independent charter school.  

Although I no longer have a full teaching load, I am still required to make data driven 

decisions about the students I teach.  I am proud to be a part of a charter school that 

outperforms the local school district and even suburban school districts at times.  I 

understand the power and potential of charter schools.  I believe the decisions of our 

administrators and teachers directly influence this performance.  Our teachers have a 

curriculum framework to guide their teaching, but most also use data to augment various 

aspects of their instruction.  The management company our charter school used during the 

first 10 years modeled and required the use of data driven decision-making.  I personally 
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have had numerous opportunities to learn and use models of data driven decision-making as 

an instructor, but I was curious about the experiences of other area teachers in charter schools.  

I currently work in a network of charter schools under the sponsorship or 

authorization of Edwards University.  In our state, each charter school that opens must have a 

sponsor.  This sponsor must be a college or university.  There are several schools in the area 

under the sponsorship of Edwards University.  

I love teaching and sharing information.  Due to the condescending attitudes of others 

concerning charter schools, I wanted to gain insights to the thoughts and actions of teachers 

in charter schools concerning data usage in the classroom, specifically those under the 

sponsorship of Edwards University.  I wanted to describe their experiences with data driven 

decision-making.  The intent of this research was to support charter schools as they ascend to 

the institutional status in which they were once created to be.  

 

The Problem 

 Teachers in charter schools sponsored by Edwards University have limited experience 

and training regarding the use of data, which hinders them from using data driven decision-

making throughout the school year within their own classrooms.  Charter schools are usually 

small and do not have a central office staff or experts to aid in trainings for initiatives such as 

data driven decision-making.  In 2006, Henning conducted a study with 24 elementary and 

middle school teacher leaders who analyzed student achievement test scores in various ways.  

They analyzed trends, disaggregated data, and examined the relationship between student 

achievement scores and other factors.  Many school leaders had never participated in data  
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analysis, yet were then able to formulate purposeful questioning that created positive change 

in student learning based on their results.  When school leaders became more experienced 

with data driven decision-making, they had the ability to pass this concept on to classroom 

teachers.   

Schmoker (2009) explored what classroom teachers can do with data if they receive 

training.  He suggests that in order for schools to progress, they must learn to use data for 

improvement.  He feels that schools must use data that helps students from all backgrounds 

attain 21st century learning skills.  Highlighting a model from New York, he explains how 

each summer, a group of teachers, professors and school leaders get together to review 

sample projects from the previous school year and evaluate the rigor based on the standards.  

Feedback is given to the schools and this process continues each year.  Data review continues 

throughout the year as teachers meet weekly to evaluate student work.  Participants in 

Schmoker’s study reviewed sample projects while those in Volger’s (2002) made 

instructional changes. 

 Vogler (2002) used a 56-question survey instrument to gain insights to how teachers 

made instructional changes in relationship to public release of student achievement data.  The 

findings from the study revealed most teachers made changes to instruction that revealed best 

practices in their subject matter.  The participants also explained that due to data driven 

decision-making, they used more open-ended questioning and higher level thinking skills 

when delivering lessons.   

 Additional research may explain the lack of knowledge and training that hinders 

teachers in charter schools sponsored by Edwards University from making data driven  
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decisions throughout the school year within their own classrooms.  Teacher knowledge has a 

direct effect on the content and process in a classroom.  Each teacher, regardless of the grade 

taught or the subject matter, possesses a different level of knowledge.  The knowledge a 

teacher possesses can have an influence on the effectiveness of the implementation of 

curriculum in the classroom.  Clandinin and Connelly (1998) stated that while other 

researchers during the 1970s were interested in skills, attitudes, characteristics and methods 

around curriculum, they wanted to know more about teachers’ thought processes.  Connelly 

and Clandinin conducted several narratological studies surrounding teacher knowledge. They 

explained “every teachers works in a particular setting in which things are known in certain 

ways” (2000, p. 322).  They called this setting the professional knowledge landscape.  The 

researchers suggested the professional knowledge landscape is dependent on its surroundings.  

Teachers’ knowledge has a direct connection to the decision one makes in the classroom 

regarding students.   

 A lack of professional development supports may also explain some of the difficulties 

teachers in charter school have with data driven decision-making according to research by 

Hayes and Robnolt (2006).  They conducted a study that used grant monies to help analyze 

student data in reading and formed professional development opportunities for teachers to 

make data driven decisions from the findings.  After two years of implementation, the 

school’s test scores doubled and teachers reported feeling “more capable” of teaching reading 

due to new professional development opportunities (p. 13).  Hayes and Robnolt based their 

study off a 2003 report from the NEA Foundation for the Improvement of Education that 

states data may be used as the actual substance of professional development.  This report  
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encouraged educators to convene with each other to study student work and analyze the 

instructional practice that produced the actual data.  Marsh, McCombs, Martorell (2010) led a 

mixed methods study with instructional coaches and the use of data driven decision-making 

in schools.  They found that coaches used 67 percent of their time helping teachers with data 

driven decision-making.  Seventy-five percent of all reading teachers and 72 percent of social 

studies teachers reported that the coach met with them at least once a month or more and 

influenced them to make changes in their instruction to a moderate or great extent (p. 25).  

Marsh et al. (2010) could not state cause, but did suggest that more frequent data support 

from a coach is associated with higher achievement.   

 Wohlstetter and Smith (2007) directed a two-year study around charter school 

partnerships.  The researchers knew that partnerships were used in other fields outside of 

education and wanted to see if they were valuable to charter schools in particular.  They 

gathered research to support the idea that partnerships were beneficial for (1) organizational 

benefits; (2) political benefits; and (3) financial benefits.  After visiting 22 charter schools in 

11 states and conducting over 150 interviews, they found that partnerships helped charter 

schools reach their goals in several areas such as (1) enriching curriculum offerings, (2) 

broadening teaching expertise, and (3) helping at-risk students stay in school.  Charter 

schools may not have the resources for professional development on concepts such as data 

based decision-making within their buildings, but they can always seek out partnerships with 

local universities or other school districts.  I believe that partnerships can benefit charter 

schools in our area also.  Although partnerships may help charter schools broaden teaching 

expertise according to Wohlstetter and Smith (2007), individuals in schools must be able to 

become experts also. 
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 The research presented the need of partnerships, data use in schools, and professional 

development, but it also showed me that we should be careful not to misuse data.  Educators 

should be well trained in the data driven decision-making process.  Elden (2011) felt that 

strict adherence to data driven instruction can lead schools to push aside science and social 

studies to drill students on isolated benchmarks in reading.  When students do not have a data 

driven program that encompasses all subjects, then students struggle in reading because the 

background knowledge is not there for them to make judgments, compare and contrast or 

solve word problems.  Another example of the misuse of data driven decision-making comes 

from Donalson and Halsey (2007).  Students were placed in a Title I reading program based 

on criterion reference scores, but when other data were used such as class assessments and 

norm referenced tests, students performed on grade level.  Without the inclusion of the other 

data sets, students reported a negative self-perception due to their placement in the program. 

Finally, Spillane (2012) is careful to point out that data do not make decisions, but people do.  

Unfortunately, people are often careless or untrained in the data driven decision-making 

process.  Plainly stated, the misuse of data can cause negative effects at times.   

 The literature outlines the cause of the absence of data driven decision-making among 

most teachers is often due to the lack of knowledge and training.  Supovitz and Klein (2003) 

described state tests as a national map, district tests as a compass, and classroom assessments 

as a global positioning system to inform teachers about students.  High stakes testing data 

provide may provide general information to teachers about students’ previous starting points, 

but they do not contain enough fine pieces of information to guide all instructional practices.  

More importantly they explain the importance of providing training to educators on how to 

use data and the connection to instructional practices.   
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 Many classroom teachers have a difficult time understanding the empirical research 

that exists on data driven decision-making (Farstrup & Samuels, 2011; Vaughan & Linan-

Thompson, 2004).  Some viewpoints and words from teachers are as follows:   

 Research with direct applicability to teaching is scarce and teachers often 

remark:  This is too impractical. It doesn’t provide any real direction for 

teaching. 

 Research with relevance for classroom practice often is difficult to locate 

and teachers will ask: Where do I find research reports? They’re not in my 

professional magazines. 

 Research reports use specialized jargon and teachers may wonder aloud, 

‘Why can’t these research reports be written in plain English? 

 Understanding quantitative research requires a level of sophistication with 

statistics and teachers may object, I don’t know enough about statistics to 

understand this. 

 The quality of research reports is not self-evident and teachers will query, 

How am I supposed to tell whether this is a good study or not? 

 Research findings often conflict, not only with other sources of truth but 

also with one another and teachers will protest--Some studies support a 

practice while others do not, so now what? There have been many 

research findings in education that contradicted teachers’ wisdom of 

practice. 

 

 

 Teachers need an introduction and access to training in data driven decision-making.  

School and district leaders cannot be the only personnel to possess this body of knowledge.  

Shea, Murray and Harlin (2005) state that school wide teams, committees and classroom 

teachers must be introduced to this process and revisit data often in order to effectively 

modify recommendations.  Data driven decision-making requires training and commitment.  

I firmly believe teachers in charter schools sponsored by Edwards University have the 

commitment, but may lack the training and supports.   
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Purpose of the Study 

 

Education has evolved into a system that emphasizes data use (Means, Padilla, and 

Gallagher, 2010). When I first started teaching, data were mentioned.  My school of 

education at the undergraduate level pushed lesson planning, methodologies and boxed 

curriculum programs.  Data are used to discriminate between successful and failing districts, 

schools, teachers and students.  Data are used to gain insights to student demographics.  In 

some cases, teachers use data to evaluate instructional practices and student progress.  In 

many districts in America, a data specialist is even hired to gather, disaggregate and interpret 

data for the entire district or specific schools.  These experts collect data and make 

recommendations to superintendents, principals and teachers.  They may suggest scheduling 

changes, curriculum changes, or possibly staffing changes.  Due to funding, many charter 

schools often do not have the luxury of hiring a person who is solely responsible for 

collecting and interpreting data.  If changes need to take place in scheduling, curriculum or 

staffing, the superintendent of the charter school or the classroom teachers are faced with this 

responsibility.   

 The purpose of this heuristic case study was to describe the experiences of teachers 

concerning data driven decision-making in Midwest charter schools sponsored by Edwards 

University.  Heuristic inquiry brings forth insights of the researcher.  As the researcher, I 

have a personal experience and interest with charter schools.  I have worked at a charter 

school for 15 years and I have a vested interest in the success and continuance of charter 

schools in my region.  Yin (2009) suggests that a case study be used when wanting to know 

how and why something occurs.  I wanted to investigate how teachers use data driven 

decision-making and why they use it.  Case studies can help provide descriptions of the 
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thoughts and practices of data driven decision-making among teachers who work in schools 

sponsored by Edwards University.  For this research study, data driven decision-making will 

be generally defined as teachers, principals, and administrators systematically collecting and 

analyzing various types of data, including demographic, administrative, process, perceptual, 

and achievement data, to guide a range of decisions to help improve the success of students 

and schools (Marsh, Payne, & Hamilton, 2006). The unit of analysis for this study was the 

voice of teachers in charter schools as related to data driven decision-making.  My personal 

story with the use of data exposes the risks often associated with data driven decision-making 

when limited data, such as norm-referenced test scores, are used with the exclusion of 

qualitative data and other forms of assessment.   

The fall of 2012 was a difficult time for my daughter who was a second grader at the 

time and attended a local charter school.  Prior to that year, she enjoyed going to school and 

had intriguing stories to share as soon as we connected at the end of each school day.  Within 

the first two weeks of the 2012-2013 year, I began to notice a change in my child’s behaviors.  

She had no more facts, tales or triumphs to fill our car rides home.  In fact, when I asked her 

to tell me about just one activity from the day, she would tell me she couldn’t remember.  

This was quite different from the little girl who once could talk about school the entire 25-

minute commute home.  I could not understand what was happening.   

Completing homework each night with my daughter during this period was nearly 

impossible.  In the past, she usually finished her homework without assistance and was proud 

to show me her final product.  This particular year, she would simply tell me that she did not 

know what she was supposed to do.  When I asked for clarification, she stared blankly.  I 
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would try to decipher my daughter’s written directions for assignments in her school issued 

planner, but could not understand anything.    

My daughter began to look fatigued each day after school.  Her frustrations with 

school turned into daily crying spells.  I soon became frustrated too.  I asked her about 

everything from bullying to illnesses to gain a perspective for this dramatic shift in attitude.  I 

noticed that her reading work was coming home with failing marks.  I talked to her teacher 

and she told me that she noticed the same behaviors.  I found out the reading teacher only 

taught my daughter for part of the day because she was being moved to a third grade class for 

reading instruction daily.  My daughter was selected to be in this reading class because of a 

spring 2012 norm-referenced test scores in reading.  My husband and I were flattered with 

this news because we were sure this experience would eventually be profitable for our child.   

We met with the reading teacher.  She was not as worried about my daughter’s 

frustrations since it was only the beginning of the year, but explained that only two other 

second graders were also in her reading class.  She told me the other two had adjusted and 

that my daughter should be fine over time.  The reading teacher attempted to come up with 

strategies to help my daughter write down her assignments and organize everything so it 

made it home safely.  The only problem was when the directions were written down or the 

work came home, my daughter still did not understand what she was supposed to do.  She 

would cry and we would fuss at her.  This never-ending cycle was destroying my child’s 

concept of school and her soul at the same time.  My daughter repeatedly told her reading 

teacher and us that she just did not understand what she was supposed to do.  Homework that 

should have independently taken twenty minutes had turned into a ninety-minute lesson after 

coming home from an eight-hour day school.  As a teacher, I believed that children should be 
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able to complete homework independently without parental assistance.  I would spend my 

entire day teacher other children and then come home to teach another lesson.   

My child’s reading teacher was in her second year of teaching and had only taught 

fourth grade in the past.  I began to make unfair judgments about her teaching abilities.  My 

daughter sincerely liked this teacher and expressed that she wanted to succeed in her class, 

however the teacher lacked concepts that many early childhood educators’ possess, such as 

reading acquisition and print concepts.  Some of the skills my daughter needed to succeed in 

her classroom were missing and the teacher did not know how to fill in those gaps.  More 

importantly, she did not understand that my daughter still needed those gaps filled regardless 

of her previous test scores.  A score from that spring 2012 norm-referenced test was not 

enough, in my opinion, to move her up to a class with mostly third graders who started in the 

middle of the third grade reading book at the beginning of my daughter’s second grade year.  

I felt that a significant decision was made based on data, but no one was making any other 

data driven decisions.  Her classwork and unit assessments should have been enough to make 

some different decisions for her success. 

I asked myself, who made this decision?  How was one piece of data used to 

determine my child’s candidacy to climb two flights of stairs each day and enter into an 

unknown environment for reading instruction?  No one ever asked us about moving her up to 

that class.  Her regular teacher was never given data to support this decision.  Her past 

student records were not reviewed.  No one ever talked to my daughter.  The daily data she 

produced was not considered for an entire semester.  Someone who did not instruct her, 

moved my daughter because of one test taken in the spring of the prior year.   
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We continued the frustrated pattern of confusion and crying after school for more 

than four months because I trusted the school and believed the situation would get better.  

Soon I trusted my educational and parental intuition and wrote a letter requesting for my 

child to move back with her peers and regular teacher for the remainder of the school year. In 

that letter, I cautioned this charter school on the use of data to make such dramatic decisions 

concerning the paths of individual children.   

Data certainly give us information, but we must be careful to use this information 

wisely to make informed decisions for the welfare of children in schools.  Although my child 

did not want to leave her reading teacher, within days she returned to herself again.  Her 

regular teacher continued to challenge her, but within the confines of her classroom.  She was 

still given above grade level texts, but now understood what she was supposed to do.  She 

was taught processes that were missing in order to make the appropriate connections.  My 

daughter’s voice and smile soon filled the car again for the commutes home.     

As an educator, this experience validated the need to collect multiple forms of data on 

a child when making decisions.  It also caused me to reflect on the various pieces of data I 

used when I made decisions concerning instruction in my own classroom.  I even considered 

additional forms of data I was leaving out of my analysis.  Finally, I lamented over the fact 

that many children do not have an advocate that understands the importance of using a more 

holistic approach to data driven decision-making.  I know that the spring test scores in our 

state are considered an important indicator of children’s successes or failures. These test 

scores are more about accountability of the teachers and students than applicability of 

mastering objectives and standards in the classroom (Corrigan, Grove, & Vincent, 2011).  

Using one form of data has the potential to taint a child’s school experience.  
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Significance of the Study 

Throughout any given school year, teachers are provided with a wealth of data.  Some 

of the data includes previous achievement scores on high stakes tests, benchmark tests, 

formative assessments, cumulative assessments or report cards.  Data may also include the 

demographics of students, behavioral and health diagnoses, or anything else that could help 

make a decision that influences changes in the classroom or school environment.  The corpus 

of data is valuable and allows for a better understanding of each student’s educational 

success. 

Some researchers suggest that although educators have a lot of access to data, they do 

not always know how to use the information effectively (Marsh, Pane & Hamilton 2006).  

There are many items to conquer in the course of week for a classroom teacher.  Teachers 

prepare lesson plans, gather and organize materials, implement lessons and evaluate papers 

or assessments from the lessons.  They also communicate with parents, attend meetings and 

participate in school related functions.  Although all of those activities are important, an 

effective teacher’s primary focus is the success of the students in his or her classroom.  Data 

driven decision-making can assist in the success of students (Feldman & Tung, 2001).  Some 

teachers know how to use data to inform practices while others do not.  The voices of 

teachers in charter schools concerning data driven decision-making have not been heard in 

the literature surrounding this topic.   

This study focused on the experiences of teachers in Midwest charter schools 

sponsored by Edwards University concerning the knowledge and understanding of data 

driven decision-making.  The voices of the participants have the ability to encourage future 
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professional development opportunities in data driven decision-making for the entire charter 

school network.   

 

Research Questions 

Representatives from Edwards University have introduced the concept of data teams 

to their charter schools in an effort to boost student achievement and help teachers with data 

driven decision-making.  Since I am unsure of the level of understanding of teachers in 

charter schools under Edwards University’s sponsorship, it was necessary to describe the 

actual experiences of some in order give insights to administrators, sponsors, partner districts 

and even Edwards University.  The central research question was used in order to describe 

the experiences of Edwards University’s charter teachers in relation to data driven decision-

making in the classroom:   

1. How do data inform the decisions teachers in charter schools make in the 

classroom? 

A.  How do teachers define data driven decision-making?  

B.  How do teachers describe its use in the classroom? 

C.  What kind of data do teachers include when making data driven decisions?  

D.  What types of support are received from others about the process of data 

driven decision-making?   

These questions are critical in understanding how the actual teachers feel.  I want to 

know more about their experiences so we can all get the supports needed for growth.   
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Conceptual Framework 

Miles and Huberman (1994) defined a conceptual framework as a piece that “explains, 

whether graphically or in narrative form, the main things to be studied – the key factors, 

concepts, or variables, - and then the presumed relationships among them (p. 18).  A 

framework is a conception or model of what is out there that you plan to study, and of what is 

going on with these things and why (Maxwell, 2013).  It helps provide a “tentative theory” of 

the phenomenon of study and helps justify the research.  Charter schools in our state are 

under pressure to raise or maintain academic achievement through instructional practices in 

order to ensure charter renewal.  Teachers in these charter schools are often the focal point of 

this issue.  The problem is that many schools that use Edwards University as a sponsor, 

appear to have teachers who may lack the knowledge and training to use student data to drive 

decision-making, which can possibly influence instruction and overall student achievement.   

I have been an employee of a charter school in the Midwest for fifteen years.  When I 

tell people where I work, educators from the traditional, surrounding districts often look at 

me blankly or condescendingly because I work at a charter school.  Some educators do not 

understand charter schools, and see them as “less than” educational institutions.  This 

belittling attitude frustrates me.   

Honestly, many do not realize the original concept of the charter school.  Charter 

schools were created to be high performing schools of choice, but unfortunately that is only 

the case for 17% of the charter schools located in our city (Department of Elementary and 

Secondary Education, 2013).  I would like to help re-establish the original intent of the 

charter schools.  I understood my fervor for successful charter school education had the 

potential to cloud my research if I was not resilient and even critical in the area of reflexivity, 
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active in member checking, and mindful of crystallization during my research.  I wanted the 

voices of the participants to speak in this study instead of my own.   

It is important to describe the actual experiences of teachers in Midwest charter 

schools.  These experiences can create and facilitate dialogue with other charter teachers and 

stakeholders about the use of data driven decision-making in the classroom within the charter 

school network.  The purpose of this heuristic case study was to describe the experiences of 

teachers in Midwest charter schools concerning data driven decision-making in the classroom.  

To effectively frame this study, it was necessary to explore the history of public schools in 

the United States, school reform in the United States, the history of charter schools, and data 

driven decision-making in schools.   Each of these topics represents a valuable link of 

information needed to provide background to this study.   

First it is important to grasp the history of public education in the United States.  

Briefly highlighting some landmarks in the history of American schooling provides a 

framework for the idea of data driven decision-making in education.  When one has an idea 

of the past, an understanding of the present evolves.  The history of education in the United 

States explains the formation of regulations and standardization.  Issues of power are 

unveiled and parallel the political shifts as the nation ages.  Our history explains the insertion 

of testing and its influence on the schools and reform efforts.  As the history is discussed, we 

find numerous reform efforts implemented in our educational system.  Some of these reforms 

had a great impact and clarify the shifts and changes in the American educational system.  As 

these shifts occur, the reform movement of school choice produces the concept of charter 

schools.  Charter schools are still misunderstood by many in the educational community and 

therefore it is important to describe their origin, characteristics and current status in the 
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United States.  Finally, data driven decision-making is included in the conceptual framework 

because the entire study is based on the decisions teachers in Midwest charter schools make 

with the use of data.  There are several models and beliefs about the use of data in the 

classroom.  My description of their experiences would not be complete without these 

understandings.   

 

History of Public Schools 

 Schooling in the United States has changed over the past 400 years.  When 

immigrants came to the New World, schooling was an unorganized mechanism.  Formal 

schools did not exist, yet parents had the primary responsibility of educating their children.  

Not only did they have to educate their offspring, but they also had the challenge of 

educating servants as well (Spring, 2010).  Education’s function during that time was 

intended to open the minds and steer the learner away from the regime and strongholds of the 

Catholic Church.   

 As times progressed, more people migrated to the Land of the Free.  Those who were 

dogmatic about religion continued to force the practices of reading and writing on the 

“heathen” in hopes of gaining eternal life (Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  Children were often 

scared into religion, based on the daily readings that occurred within the home.   

 The New England Colonies began to create laws demanding the creation of schools.  

Sixteen forty-seven marks the time in which the government took power away from parents 

and insisted that it knew what was best for children.  Slowly parents released control of their 

children and handed them over to local educational agencies.   
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 Major events in our country marked major changes in our educational system.  For 

instance, the attendance rates for schools fluctuated every time our country was involved in 

war due to the vast number of children involved directly or indirectly.  The entrance of 

intelligence testing transformed the separation of classes and races even more within schools 

(White, 2005).  The Civil Rights Movement set a point in history in which some citizens felt 

it necessary to give all children in the United States an opportunity to go to any public school 

in their area regardless of race.  Other landmark events include the launch of Sputnik or the 

release of the A Nation At Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983).  

Both of these events exposed the deficits of American schooling and gave reason for reform.  

Standardized testing also uncovered our country’s educational shortfalls.  The data from 

these exams caused the nation’s educators and leaders to implement change and perhaps 

make different decisions about best practices in the classroom.  Understanding the history of 

public education in the United States grounds the thinking behind the existing regulations 

and reform efforts.    

 

School Reform in the United States 

 School reform in the United States has been introduced in various forms over the 

years.  It usually is based in closing the achievement gap between Blacks and Whites.  

Reform efforts range from issues of achievement to equality.  Some reforms are subject-

specific or deal with specific issues in education.  In the 1960s and 70s, most school reform 

focused on equality, poverty and desegregation (Barton & Coley, 2010).  The reform efforts 

of the late 80s and 90s revolved around school choice.  This included magnet schools, 

voucher programs and charter schools.  The last decade of reform encompassed 



19 

standardization and standards based reform.  States have invested a lot of money in creating 

and adopting standards that are uniform.  Funding from government entities has been based 

on the notion that schools and districts will adopt and utilize these new national standards.   

For the past thirty years, each presidential candidate has used education reform as part 

of his or her campaign.  Unfortunately, when each new leader is elected, the current 

administration creates reform without considering the true impact or the social or economic 

factors involved (Tyack & Cuban, 1995).  For instance, with all of the reform efforts and 

resources used on the closing the achievement gap, as of 2007 there was still a 26 scale score 

point differential between Black males and White males in grade four on the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress test.  Payne (2008) summarizes that the leaders in this 

country (local, state and federal) are not accounting for poverty when creating mandates 

related to school reform.  Perhaps, the reform is not about the students and more about adults 

and capitalism.  Goodlad makes the claim that school reform is directly tied to the economic 

health of this country (2002).  Regardless of the purpose, past school reform measures have 

come and gone.  Resources have been exhausted and the gap remains. 

 

The Charter School Movement 

Charter schools are considered a controversial form of public education.  These 

schools of choice were started with the beliefs that all students and parents should be allowed 

access to high achieving public schools without the bureaucracy of a local school district 

(Budde, 1998).  As an employee of a charter school, I was able to witness the early 

excitement and irritation as charter schools emerged all over the nation.  I also have seen the 
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disappointment and relief as charter schools began to close due to issues such as low 

achievement scores or mismanagement of funds.     

Charter schools were developed to give public school options to students in America, 

but they have not always produced the results they promised.  For instance, Bifulco and Ladd 

(2004) published a study claiming that students in charter schools made “considerably 

smaller achievement gains” than students in traditional public schools.  A panel of 

researchers evaluated the impact of charter schools in North Carolina in math and reading 

performance of fourth and eighth graders for this study.  They found that 30 percent of the 

negative effects were due to high levels of student matriculation.    

In another study by the Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO), 

researchers looked at the achievement data of charter schools in comparison to traditional 

public schools (2009).  The schools compared in each state had similar demographics.  The 

National Assessment of Educational Progress test was used to compare achievement of both 

the charters and traditional public schools in elementary, middle and high school.  CREDO 

reported that only five states’ charter schools out of the sixteen studied, outperformed their 

traditional counterparts.  Seven states’ charter schools had similar achievement levels while 

four were significantly lower.  These types of results lead to dismal beliefs from the 

American public on the potential of charter schools.    

 

Data Driven Decision-Making in Schools 

Data driven decision-making in schools is a phrase used in to describe the process of 

using data to inform decisions concerning various aspects of schooling.  Often the main 

source of data used to inform practices are scale scores and proficiency levels from high 
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stakes or standardized tests.  According to Flowers and Carpenter (2009), data can be used to 

make decisions about leadership, professional development, school climate, parent 

involvement and instruction. When considering changes in instruction, they suggest that 

teachers use data sets such as lesson plans, curriculum materials, technology capacity, 

benchmark testing results, grade books, attendance rates, discipline rates, standardized test 

results, student self-assessments, examples of student work and even the master schedule.    

Additionally, Reeves and Burt (2006) did a three-year study with sixteen building 

principals to learn how they employed data based decision-making strategies in their schools.  

Some common themes that researchers found among the principals were (a) teacher and 

principal knowledge; (b) teacher and student issues; (c) data overflow and other barriers; and 

(d) time to receive and analyze data.  Principals reported that training was critical to 

enhancing their teacher’s understanding of data.  The also explained that teachers felt using 

data was overwhelming (p. 67).  Connecting data use with classroom instructional decisions 

was a difficult task. 

Even though standardized testing has always drawn attention to those who are high 

achievers and those functioning at a deficit, the last decade of No Child Left Behind 

legislation simply increased the accountability of schools and districts across the United 

States.  Many have felt pressured to make changes in numerous areas such as staffing, 

curriculum, and instruction.  In order to have a basis for these decisions, many schools and 

districts have applied data driven decision-making.  Standardized test scores are often the 

primary source of data, but other data can be integrated as well. The use of data driven 

decision-making at least gives some foundational support for changes for federal or state 

initiatives and such as No Child Left Behind or the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.   
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Design and Methodology 

This heuristic case study of data based decision-making will give a description of 

teacher experiences in Midwest charter schools sponsored by Edwards University.  Taylor 

and Bogdon (1998) describe qualitative research as a form of research that concentrates on 

descriptive data; one’s own written or spoken words and observable behaviors.  As the 

researcher, I would like to use the descriptions and observable behaviors of teachers in 

Midwest charter schools concerning data driven decision-making to gain insights to the 

thoughts and process around the phenomenon.  

This study is heuristic in nature since I have worked inside of the charter school 

system for 15 years.  I understand the norms, challenges, and benefits of this network.  

Moustakas (1990) states “heuristic inquiry requires that one be open, receptive, and attuned 

to all facets of one's experience of a phenomenon” (p. 16).  This study required me to reflect 

and conduct self-examinations throughout in order to “be open to the experience” not only of 

others, but also my own.  The theoretical tradition of case study was used because it is a 

strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investigation of a particular 

contemporary phenomenon within its real life context using multiple sources of evidence” 

(Yin, 2009).  The focus was to discover the how and why of data driven decision-making 

among teachers in Midwest charter schools.   

This study took place at two charter schools that house middle school grades and have 

the same educational agency for a sponsor.  A sponsor or authorizer is responsible for 

approving charter applications overseeing basic operations and recommending renewal or 

closure (National Charter School Resource Center, 2013).  Edwards University is the 
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authorizer of a Midwest network of 11 schools within one state’s boundaries.  This network 

serves approximately 5,100 students and has an instructional staff totaling over 300.  The 

teachers in this network have a higher rate of alternative certification compared to the rest of 

the state’s average (Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2013).  

Additionally, there is a broad range in years of service and degree attainment.  

A maximum variation purposeful sample was used to select the specific sites for the 

study.  Maximum variation sampling involves looking at samples that have diverse 

characteristics and outcomes (Patton, 1990, p. 172).  I wanted to conduct research in schools 

that have consistently displayed different levels of achievement on state assessments.  An 

individual survey was given to the entire teaching staff at each of the chosen sites.  This 

survey captured simple demographics of each staff member such as years of service and 

content area.  The information from the surveys provided a pool for a criterion sample of five 

participants (2-3 from each school).  Criterion sampling involves selecting cases that meet 

some predetermined criterion of importance (Patton, 2002, p. 238).  The criteria included 

middle school teachers who have taught the same content at the selected charter school for 

two or more years and then limited to those who teach math, science, or English language 

arts, since those subjects are tested yearly on state assessments.   

When numerical data are collected, the description of these data is termed descriptive 

statistics, which is a small summary of a larger amount of mathematical data (Schreiber, 

2008, p. 209).  Descriptive statistics were used from the survey and public norm referenced 

test data to help select participants.  The public norm referenced test data from the state’s 

website determined the sites for the study based on the concept of a maximum variation 

sample.   
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Data sources for this study were documents, interviews and observations.  Documents 

can “provide other specific details to corroborate information from other sources” (Yin, 

2009).  I asked participants to journal on writing prompts derived from the research questions.  

Additionally, I used an official document from the Northwest Evaluation Association 

explaining the DesCartes Continuum of Learning.  This document explains the benchmarking 

system and gives a model for using data driven decision-making.  The charter schools under 

Edwards University participate in the Northwest Evaluation Association’s benchmarking 

system and have access to this document via the website at all times.   

Semi-structured interviews and observations provided the other data sources.  Semi-

structures interviews ask a series of preselected questions and then probe deeper with open-

ended questions to gain additional information (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).  “We interview 

people to find out from them those things we cannot directly observe” (Patton, 2002, p. 340).  

Interviews help provide deeper insights that cannot be perceived through surveys and 

documents.    

Finally, observations allow us to draw inferences on situations we cannot obtain from 

interviews (Maxwell, 2013).  Using observations allowed my eyes and ears to gather 

information that can only be found in the actual setting.  Observations were prescheduled and 

occurred in the participants’ natural teaching environments.  I took field notes during each 

observation and then reviewed them at a later time with the participant in order to allow for 

explanations and possible follow up questions.  

In order to code the data, I reviewed my research questions, combined and reviewed 

all interview transcripts, field notes and any additional artifacts and then began the process of 

open-coding (Merriam, 1998).  I looked for key words and phrases, which led to overall 
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categories as I reviewed each piece of the data.  To help with this process, I recorded memos 

of my internal dialogue in the margins of my data as I coded.  Finally, I organized the data 

into the preliminary themes and the reduced those to the final overall themes for the case 

(Miles & Huberman, 1994).   

This chapter introduced the problem, purpose, significance, research questions, and 

conceptual framework.  The conceptual framework included the history of public schools, 

schools reform in the United States, the history of charter schools, and data driven decision-

making in schools.  This chapter ended with a brief explanation of the design and 

methodology.  The next chapter will give a deeper review of the literature for each piece of 

the conceptual framework.    
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

 

The purpose of this heuristic case study is to gain an understanding of the experiences 

of teachers in Midwest charter schools concerning data driven decision-making.  Teachers 

have the ability to consistently influence and shape the children before them.  In conjunction 

with the mandates of testing and achievement, teachers are instrumental in making decisions 

that directly affect the lives of children daily.  

As schooling transforms and takes new shapes, new ideas and regulations surface.  

Reform efforts are created to increase learning opportunities.  Choices are given to create 

competition and teachers are caught in the crossfire.  Each new initiative enters into the 

educational field with debate and promise.  The reforms that are sustainable usually deal with 

the civil rights of children.  Those that disappear are usually costly, difficult to maintain, or 

simply unjust. 

One of the participants in our new standards based reform movement is the charter 

school.  Charter schools opened in the early 1990s in hopes of giving teachers and parents 

more autonomy in the public school setting.  The autonomy promise has turned into an 

accountability nightmare.  Although charter schools have various configurations, they are 

expected to do more with less.  In order for charter schools to succeed, they must figure out 

how to make effective decisions that promote positive returns with fewer resources. 

Data driven decision-making may be an answer to some of the struggles of charter 

schools.  There are many models in existence for data driven decision-making, however most 

of them have similar understandings.  If teachers in charter schools use data driven decision-
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making in the classroom, they may very well be able to help their schools meet the strict 

achievement accountability demands.  If charter schools do not perform well fiscally and 

academically, they will continue to close down.  School closure displaces children and 

teachers.  Understanding this can enable teachers to grasp the power they have when it comes 

to making informed decisions in the classroom.  I hope the voices of teachers in this study 

help clarify the use of data driven decision-making in the charter school classroom.  The next 

section will provide a review of the literature that frames this study on teacher experiences 

with data driven decision-making in Midwest charters. 

 

History of Public Schools in the United States 

 

The origins of our public education system are grounded in religion.  Although they 

began as “instruments of religion, they have been gradually changed into instruments of the 

State” (Cubberly, 1919).  Most of the early settlers in the New World were in search of 

religious freedoms.  They were those of Protestant faith who were trying to escape the unfair 

power of the Catholic Church that existed in Europe.  The emphasis in the New World on the 

ability to read and write stemmed from a desire to remain free from the “tyranny of Catholic 

priests” (Mintz, 2004, p. 23).  Puritans of New England gathered in small groups or villages 

and established “Meeting Houses” in order to carry out religious gatherings and other civic 

happenings.   

The early beginnings of schooling in New England took place in the homes of those 

who were literate.  The purpose of schooling in the homes was primarily to learn to read and 

write for the advancement of religion.  Heads of households in Protestant communities were 

required by law to provide an education to their families, apprentices and servants.  The 
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contracts between servants or apprentices and masters included clauses promising reading 

and writing instruction.  This education was centered on reading the Bible and knowledge of 

the Scriptures.  It was often the mother’s responsibility to teach her children to read, while 

fathers taught their children to write (Mintz, 2004).   

In the mid-1600s, community leaders felt parents were doing a poor job of teaching 

those in their households how to read and write.  Some believed salvation required one to be 

able to read the Scriptures, therefore those who received salvation (by Protestant standards) 

were perceived as intellectually and morally superior than those who could not read (White, 

2005).  By 1647, Massachusetts Law required towns that had at least 50 homes to hire a 

teacher for reading and writing.  Towns with 100 homes needed a grammar school for 

children to go to in order for university preparation (Harvard).  Although all towns did not 

uphold this law, Cubberly cites Martin in his book regarding the core principles of the 1647 

legislation in Massachusetts. Martin (1919) stated the legislation implied,  

1. The universal education of youth is essential to the wellbeing of the State. 

2. The obligation to furnish this education rests primarily upon the parent. 

3. The State has a right to enforce this obligation. 

4. The State may fix a standard which shall determine the kind of education, and the 

minimum amount 

5. Public money, raised by a general tax, may be used to provide such education as 

the State requires.  This tax may be general, though the school attendance is not. 

6. Education higher than the rudiments may be supplied by the State.  Opportunity 

must be provided, at public expense, for youths who wish to be fitted for the 

university. (p. 9) 

 

 

Over the next hundred years, schooling continued throughout New England with very 

little changes, but still with the sole purpose of teaching students to read and understand the 

religion of the community.  Some areas began to resist State control and charity schools 
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opened for orphans that the State wanted no control over. Most schools lacked proper 

supplies and materials, yet the school doors were open for long hours during the school day.  

Instruction was regimented and rote in nature.  The wealthiest children in communities did 

not have to endure the systems set forth by the State because they had private tutors or 

attended prestigious private schools. 

 Once the War for Independence began, schools in New England suffered.  Most 

schools closed down so town inhabitants could support the war efforts.  After the colonies 

gained their independence, they established a unified federal government under the control of 

the United States Constitution.  The Constitution had no mention of education within its 

contents.  States were inevitably given the power to decide how schools would function 

within each of the thirteen colonies. 

 States began creating laws for schooling.  They developed funds from local taxation 

or donors to educate children.  Sunday Schools, Free Schools or Schools for the Poor opened 

throughout United States for poor children and even children of color in some instances.  

Some states only had private schools and others made no mention of schooling at all in their 

state constitutions for almost 100 years after the war.  Every state was different and there was 

no sight of standardization.  

 It was not uncommon for these teachers to instruct students between the ages of 6-14.  

Sometimes children as young as three and middle-aged men would even grace the door of the 

schoolhouse.  There was no standard curriculum for students to use, so younger children may 

count or sort beads, while older students learned how to read, write, add, subtract, cook or 

split wood (Tyack, 1974). The amount of pupils in the classroom depended on the size of the 

town and if parents wanted to send their children to school.   
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 Public schooling was indeed sporadic.  Some schools expected children to be able to 

read before entering.  Others required tuition even if they were supposed to be free (Mintz, 

2004).  Attendance was not required and the curriculum of school usually was centered on 

the memorization of facts.  The most common form of schooling took place in the form of 

apprenticeships.  Schooling also occurred in dame schools which were led by a women who 

would teach groups of children in their homes.  Students in these schools learned some 

reading and writing skills, but also learned practical life skills and household chores.  All 

social classes had dame schools and some even served as boarding schools (Leinster-Mackay, 

1976).   

Upon the Industrial Revolution, towns began to grow, especially those with booming 

industries.  Small towns in places like Chicago and Boston exploded into flourishing cities 

almost overnight.  In order to meet the demands of the Industrial Revolution, the government 

realized workers needed certain skill sets.  School was the perfect place to teach these skills.  

During this time, schooling became more regulated.  Tyack explains that strategists of public 

education argued “the modern industrial community cannot exist without free popular 

education carried out in a system of schools ascending from primary grade to the university” 

(p. 29). William T. Harris (as quoted by Tyack, 1974) stated that “the first requisite of the 

school is Order:  each pupil must be taught first and foremost to conform his behavior to a 

general standard” (p. 43).  Harris went on to say, “The pupil must have his lessons ready at 

the appointed time, must rise at the tap of the bell, move to the line, return; in short, go 

through all the evolutions with equal precision”.  This standardization was all in preparation 

for the work force approaching these students during the Industrial Revolution.   
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Horace Mann’s influence during this time was said to be the most influential in 

America’s educational history (Coulson, 1999; Cubberly, 1919; Mondale, 2001; Tyack, 

1974).  He served as Secretary of Education on the first Massachusetts Board of Education.  

He also pushed for the overall public support of schools.  Mann is credited with the common 

schools movement that emphasized reading, writing and arithmetic for all children.  He 

wanted to make sure all students were given the same opportunities in the United States.  

Due to his influence, schools became more regulated and standardized..   

Mann also influenced teacher preparation programs around this time, known as 

normal schools (Cubberly, 1919, Tyack, 1974).  Normal schools required a high school 

diploma and offered two years of courses in education preparation.  The preparation included 

classes in reading, spelling, mathematics, philosophy, history and some teaching methods.  

These teacher created institutes arose in order to provide some training for those in the 

profession.  

“Experts” in the disciplines began to decide what students needed to learn, produced 

“textbooks” and introduced grade level assessments.  Schoolmen (men on local school 

boards) and superintendents had complete control over what took place in American schools 

(Tyack, 1974).  By the late 1800s, four-year Baccalaureate degrees in teaching were offered 

by colleges and universities.  Towns also began hiring female teachers instead of men to save 

money.  They could often pay women half or one third of a man’s salary for teaching the 

same group of children (Mintz, 2004). 

Although this is beyond the scope of this study, it important to point out that also 

during this time period, the concepts of Eugenics or the Galtonian concept of intelligence 

arose.  Eugenics means “well born” and was introduced by Sir Francis Galton in the 1880s 
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(Galton, 1907).  This Galtonian concept of intelligence was grounded in the belief that all 

individuals have different intellectual abilities with limits determined by heredity (White, 

2005).  Galton basically believed that those who were intellectually advanced should 

procreate with others who were similarly intellectually advanced.  At the same time, those 

who were considered to be intellectually disadvantaged should be discouraged from 

reproducing since he professed those offspring would undoubtedly have stunted intelligence 

abilities (Galton, 1907).  His beliefs were supported by major contributors in the field of 

psychology, such as William McDougall, Cyril Burt and Henry Goddard.  These men held 

strong beliefs about innate intelligence also.  Cyril Burt was one of the first to introduce 

intelligence testing to schoolchildren, while Henry Goddard translated and pushed the Binet 

Intelligence Test into schools across the United States.  This widespread testing laid the 

foundation for future types of testing on schoolchildren in the United States. 

As settlers pushed west, the government had to figure out what to do with the First 

Nations peoples who had always inhabited the land.  The Indian Removal Act of 1830 forced 

tens of thousands of First Nations people from their homes and caused profound death.  They 

were moved west of the Mississippi into settlements or Indian Territory.  First Nations 

individuals along with White American missionaries developed school systems for the 

advancement of literacy and colonial norms (Spring, 2010).  This continued push to “reform” 

and attempt to culture First Nations people led to boarding schools and the removal of 

traditions and familial relationships. 

Even though school attendance was now law and regulated in some areas of the 

United States, all children still did not attend school.  Many children of rural families did not 

attend because they were expected to work the land of their parents at an early age.  These 
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children went to school for only about five years of their lives for approximately six months a 

year (Mintz, 2004, p. 143).  Orphans and children of poor families in urban areas were forced 

to work in mills and textile plants in order to increase the income in their households.  

Parents and children made the decision to work instead of attending school to help with the 

daily survival of the entire family.   

Children of African slaves were also not allowed to go to school.  Their sole function, 

especially in the southern part of the United States revolved around working on the 

plantations or in the homes of Whites.  Slave children were often threatened at an early age 

against obtaining an education.  If they were caught with books or attempting to read, they 

were beaten or whipped.  There are also reports of amputated fingers, arms and even death.  

It was actually against the law in southern states to educate slaves.  Joel Spring (2010) quotes 

Henry Bullock by stating that white southerners had a “general fear that literacy would 

expose the slaves to abolition literature”.  Peter Irons explained that for slaves, literacy was 

“the most powerful tool they could use to unlock or break their shackles (2002, p. 4).  Slave 

children and adults found ways to gain an education by enticing the master’s children to 

teach them or finding a friendly member of the master’s family to share books or lessons 

with them.  Slaves even went so far as to dig pits in the woods and cover them with bushes.  

Slaves that had even the small portion of an education would be in charge of those “pit 

schools” at night (Irons, 2002, p. 2). 

The issue of slavery caused a great divide in our country.  Although some slaves still 

existed in northern states, most northerners did not approve of slavery and felt it was morally 

wrong and contradicted the entire American Revolution.  Southern states capitalized from 

slavery immensely and refused to give up enslaved Blacks as property for fear it may ruin 
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their lifestyles and the entire economy.  The moral disagreement led to the American Civil 

War. 

The Civil War depleted school attendance similar to that of the American Revolution.  

Children were caught up in the politics and morals of this war too (Mintz, 2004).  They ran 

off to join the war or had to drop out of school to assume adult responsibilities at home due 

to the absence of older family members who were fighting.  The fighting ruined towns and 

villages to such a degree that educating children became an afterthought.  

With the end of the Civil War and the North’s victory, the Civil Rights Act and 

ratification of the Fourteenth Amendment set a racial debate on equality into motion.  Blacks 

were finally given citizenship and “equal protection under the law”.  This was not as simple 

as it is stated.  Citizenship in many aspects was merely a word.  Blacks did not receive the 

same opportunities or amenities as Whites.  They were forced to ride in the back of buses or 

trains, sit in separate spaces in restaurants and public areas, and shop at separate stores.  The 

Plessy v. Ferguson decision of 1896 by the Supreme Court upheld these regulations and had 

a direct impact on society and education in the United States.  Students of color who did go 

to school, went with other students of color.  Sharecropping was a major source of work for 

Blacks in the South during this time.  Schooling was not a priority as the planting seasons 

were more important in order to assist the family.  These times and conditions were almost as 

difficult as slavery for some Blacks and educating their children fell dormant (Mintz, 2004; 

Spring, 2010). 

Also in 1896, John Dewy established the Laboratory School at the University of 

Chicago (Dewey, 1916).  This school was developed to function as a small democratic 

community.  The central concept of this school revolved around occupation.  Dewey (1900) 
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explained, “Occupation is a mode of activity on the part of the child which reproduces, or 

runs parallel to some form of work carried on in the social life…” (p. 132).  Dewey felt 

occupations represented social cooperation, which transfers into cooperative actions in 

society as a whole.   

 At the Laboratory School, there was also no formal curriculum.  Dewey saw no value 

in subjects or disciplines being taught in isolation.  Subjects were represented around 

situations or stories.  For instance, if the students were studied the culture of a people group 

including inventions, manufacturing, family life and geography all together only when the 

need for it arose.  John Dewey (1916) believed that if people are to function and preserve a 

democratic society they must learn how to function in one and lead in one if given the chance.  

Dewey pushed schools as an effective component of a democratic society also known as the 

progressive movement in American education (Mursell, 1955). 

Whites continued to push West in hopes of creating a new life.  Jane Addams was 

known for her settlement house at the end of the century (McKnight, 1995).  Her stab at 

education was not the same as traditional schoolmen.  She set up an environment in which 

each person was enabled to teach another.  Addams and Ellen Gates Star founded Hull House 

in 1889.  They believed it was imperative to help others grow in wisdom, social 

consciousness, and service.  Hull House’s residents were responsible for local activism 

effecting child labor laws, and hosting community events.  Jane Addams’ Hull House 

“allowed ordinary people to contribute their talents and skill to the common lot” (Daynes & 

Longo, 2004, p. 11). 

By 1913, the United States government enacted compulsory school attendance laws 

in all states, asking for all American children to attend some type of formal schooling.  
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Education became more important to all families. Students attended school less than 120 

days a year (Tyack, 1974).  Some children still preferred to work in factories because they 

did not have to spend long hours memorizing facts with the possibility of receiving swats or 

punishment for low levels of accuracy in the school setting (Spring, 2010).  Separate but 

equal laws remained, making it difficult for children of color to learn in equivalent learning 

environments as Whites also. 

Not only did the separate but equal laws create barriers, but intelligence and 

achievement testing were now an expected component of school.  Scale score standardized 

testing was used to measure teacher effectiveness and school programming.  The Stanford 

Achievement Test was published in 1923 and student achievement testing settled into schools 

across the nation (Kelley, Ruch, & Terman, 2007).  The Stanford Achievement Test shifted 

the focus from teacher effectiveness and school programming to accountability for student 

performance. 

The decision from Brown v. Board (1954) desegregated the schools in the 1950s and 

1960s.  Integration was slow to occur in many places until the pictures of racial injustices 

spread through the media prompting politicians to enforce laws (Spring, 2010).  Schools in 

major metropolitan areas became re-segregated by the late 1960s.  Neighborhood covenants 

and White flight left schools that were once predominantly White in the 1940s with high 

percentages of Black students by the late 1960s (Gotham, 2002; Spring, 2010; Tyack, 1974).  

Black teachers from the South were heavily recruited to fill positions at Black schools in the 

northern cities.   

The launch of Sputnik in 1957 altered American schooling, as people knew it.  There 

was a new emphasis on math and science in an effort to catch up and pass the Soviet Union 
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in the space race (Spring, 2010).  Experts agreed that the United States needed to go back to 

the basics and improve its educational system.  Children in high school were expected to take 

their education seriously in order to advance the country.  L. J. Rubin (1977) stated,  

With Sputnik, curriculum in particular and education in general became much 

more of a political issue because it was at that point we began comparing the 

achievement of American youths along with the status of our culture and our 

scientific progress, with the communist block.  The argument was that if we 

took a page out of their book we could create better scientists. (p. 41) 

  

 

 Shortly after Sputnik, the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) test was created and given yearly to collect and monitor student achievement 

of the nation as a whole.  These yearly tests were given to random groups of children 

and provided information specific by age, race, gender, and socio-economics in 

various subjects.  This test soon became known as the “Nation’s Report Card” since it 

revealed the outcomes of education in the United States (National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2012).   

 The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 instituted Title I in an 

effort to close the achievement gap.  This topic will be discussed in detail later, but it 

is important to note the federal government used standardized testing to monitor Title I 

program effectiveness among students.  Testing was the easiest way to evaluate 

student achievement and began to be heavily used (Mertler, 2007).  States even 

adopted tests to examine student proficiency at each grade level and the competency of 

high school graduates (Spring, 2010; Tyack, 1974).   

The National Commission on Excellence in Education released a report 

entitled A Nation at Risk (1983).  The Commission revealed that the United States 
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was in a great competition with other industrialized countries such as Germany and 

Japan.  They also noted that the country’s curriculum had been weakened because of 

the student-centered coursework offered and taken in schools.  The progressive 

approach to education originally introduced by John Dewey (1900) and later extended 

by those such as Freire and Giroux was suddenly under attack.  The ideas that 

students should have a part in their education, knowledge should lead to freedom 

under the umbrella of radical democracy or good pedagogy should include dialogue, 

critical thinking, and collaboration were not as rigid as those found under the 

influence of Horace Mann ideologies (Cubberly, 1919; Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2008; 

Tyack, 1974).   The solution to A Nation at Risk was a disciplined centered approach 

named the New Basics.  They laid out the number of years students needed to take for 

each specific subject matter.  The Commission also pushed for understanding, critical 

thinking and decision-making to be the center of this new program.  

In the years to follow A Nation at Risk, many different organizations developed 

national curriculum standards for math, sciences, history, and languages (National 

Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983).  Soon the federal government decided 

students must meet the standards established by the states in order to ensure that objectives 

were actually being met. A Nation at Risk created panic in elementary and secondary 

education in the United States.  Michael Apple (1983) explains, 

The “panic” over falling standards and illiteracy… These fears are exacerbated, 

and used by dominant groups within politics and the economy who have been 

able to move the debate on education (and all things social) onto their own 

terrain, the terrain of “tradition”, standardization, productivity and industrial 

needs. (p. 22) 
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Teachers were then caught in the predicament of trying to create a student-centered 

environment and forcing in knowledge that was needed to pass a state examination.   

Through various programs and initiatives from charter schools and vouchers 

programs to whole language, differentiation, individualized instruction, and comprehensive 

school reform, the United States has yet to top the list in science and math amongst the rest 

of the world.  In fact, there has been a decline of the last 20 years (Mintz, 2007; Spring, 

2010).  It is believed that the United States’ greatest attributes (the representation of multiple 

people groups, languages, and cultures and the freedoms those people possess) are also the 

country’s most harmful features educationally (Spring, 2010).  

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) raised accountability measures (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2001).  This act required schools and school districts to become accountable for 

students who were often left behind in schools due to disabilities, socioeconomic status or 

even racial background.  States had to develop a state test to determine if schools were 

meeting the needs of these students yearly.  NCLB projected that 100% of all students in the 

United States should be proficient in math and reading by 2014, regardless of circumstances.  

States were allowed to decide their own criteria for proficiency.  As schools failed to meet 

the targets set forth by NCLB, they were placed on probationary steps and schools received 

sanctions.  Over time leaders in the United States realized this system was not fair since each 

state created their own tests.  There still was no true way to measure overall success of 

American students except with results from random sample of students on the National 

Academic Educational Progress test. 

Even though decisions about schooling are locally controlled and often made within 

the states, cities or towns, standardization has begun to seep into the American education 
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system with the adoption of Common Core standards and assessments.  Some fear this 

standardization because it sets precedence to other types of government control that could be 

imposed on schools. The other fear pertains to curriculum that could be lost that reflects the 

regional cultures and of various parts of the United States. The United States government 

does have to take some responsibility for national improvement in schools, but it is difficult 

to determine if that is done through regulation of curriculum in the public school system.  

McTighe and Brown (2005) wonder, “How can teachers address required content and grade-

level performance standards while remaining responsive to individual students” (p. 234).  

Standardized curriculum and testing may not be the answer to the United States’ issue of 

achievement.  

All in all, the United States has moved from settlements that only taught children as a 

way to further religion and escape control from the Catholic Church to an organized system 

with countless mandates that promote standardization.  Testing and results have become the 

primary means of determining success.  Teachers have access to these results and to the 

students who produce the results.  In some instances, teachers take the numbers, make 

meaning out of them and with the use of other data, they make decisions in their classrooms 

that produce high-quality results year after year.  On the contrary, some teachers may not 

know what to do with the test data or any other data that could assist classroom instructional 

decisions. 

There is an argument concerning the bias in testing and the unfair advantages of the 

dominant culture.  Standardized tests prevent access and produce negative connotations for 

those who perform below the mean (Thorndike, 2005).  Those who perform below the mean 

are in large students on color or those in poverty that possess a different set of “currency” 
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needed to perform well on standardized tests (Popham, 2012).  We must realize, regardless of 

bias or fairness, the tests are not going away and students will continue to be judged based on 

a score.  The control of the dominant remain intact as those in the lower tiers of society 

blindly follow and wait to become participants in the next big reform effort due to the results 

of a test.  The use of data driven decision-making may be able to inform teachers and 

improve the learning experiences of students in schools (Mertler, 2007). 

 

School Reform in the United States 

 

William Reese (2007) believes Americans love school reform because American 

history seeks perfection and schooling is an institution that helps us get to perfection.  He 

also believes that Americans feel that school is essential to social order.  Finally, he states 

that public schools in America have so many responsibilities such as to create “feelings of 

self-worth, ensure winning sports teams without demeaning academics, improve not only 

standards, but also graduation rates, provide for differing learning styles and capacities while 

administering common test and counter the crass materialism of the larger society while they 

provide the young with the skills and sensibilities to thrive in it as future workers” (p. 217) 

that reform must occur to keep from disappointing the public. 

Jack Jennings (2012) breaks reform efforts over the last 50 years into three 

categories; equity based reform, school choice reform and standards-based reform.  Equity-

based reforms include initiatives that address the equality of education for children based on 

race, income, sex and those with exceptional needs.  School choice reforms are highlighted in 

magnet programs, vouchers and charter schools.  Standards based reforms encompass the 

push for standards as emphasized in No Child Left Behind and the Common Core standards.   
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Equity-Based Reforms 

 

Title I.  Miron and St. John’s (2003) Reinterpreting Urban School Reform:  Have 

Urban Schools Failed or Has the Reform Movement Failed Urban Schools? provided a 

detailed account of several reform efforts in the United States over the last 60 years.  One of 

the first major reform efforts the mentioned was the inception of Title I (Wong, 2003).  In 

1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act included a provision designed to assist 

children in high poverty areas with additional funding to receive not only an adequate, but 

exceptional education.  President Lyndon B. Johnson wanted to close the achievement gap 

and guaranteed that students in urban settings would finally receive the appropriate education 

previously denied.  This measure provided money to schools or districts with high levels of 

poverty for professional development, curriculum development, parent involvement, and 

instructional materials or assistance.   

According to a report in Education Week, Title I funding has had mixed results 

(2004).  Some reports speak of the achievement gap between Whites and students of color 

closing by over one-third since the start of Title I, but others feel the decreased gap is a result 

of a mastery of basic skills rather than improved curriculum and standards (U. S. Department 

of Education, 1994).  Although the funding is a bonus for most school districts, the price is 

tremendous as well.  Those schools and districts receiving Title I funds are under a watchful 

eye.  They must carefully report spending and risk sanctions when the school is not 

performing according to federal achievement guidelines.  Such sanctions can initiate the 

restriction of staff, school closure, or alternative forms of management by private or state  
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officials.  The concept of Title I parallels to Foucault’s idea of “utopian dissociations” (1980, 

p. 136).  McNicol-Jardine (2005) defines utopian dissociations as “the fallacy of considering 

an enforced idea independently of the actual places which it has its effects” (p. 34).  

With the demands of Title I, comprehensive school reform models were created for 

school wide reform in high poverty urban areas.  Title I funds could be used to purchase 

programs such as Success for All (a kindergarten through fifth grade reading program 

developed by Robert Slavin).  These programs were suggested and approved based on 

standardized test data.  The individual programs were given the credit for raising 

achievement scores.  The individual teacher and instructional strategies outside the packaged 

program were ignored.  In 2008, Success for All’s cost for materials and training for a school 

of 500 students was $120,000 for the first year, $55, 000 for the second year and $45,000 for 

the third year (Success for All, 2013).  This does not include the personnel needed to 

implement the program.  The overall tenets of Success for All require more than the general 

classroom teachers for implementation since students benefit from smaller class sizes. For 

successful implementation of this program, a school of 500 pays over $200,000 just for 

materials and training.  In some instances, under Title I, federal tax dollars, are being used to 

profit curriculum developers instead of children.  The intent is to provide a quality education 

to children living in poverty, however money is funneling into the hands of textbook 

companies, curriculum developers and investors. 

Special education inclusion.  One must be careful when categorizing children on the 

basis of disability or exceptional need.  Manset and Washburn point out that the concept of 

“learning disabilities is essentially a Western construct created to describe a neurologically 

based disorder that was first identified at the early part of this century” (p. 78).  In 1975 
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Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act, Public Law 94-142.  This 

act was the catalyst for the education of children with exceptional needs in the United States 

of America.  PL 94-142 was amended in 1997 and is now known as the Individuals with 

Disabilities Education Act.  According to the U.S. Office of Special Education Programs 

(2007), this law now guarantees, 

1. All children, regardless of ability, are guaranteed a free and appropriate education. 

2. Children to have safeguards in place in order to prevent misidentification such as 

testing given in the primary language and qualified personnel to administer testing. 

3. Children who qualify will be given an Individualized Educational Plan that is 

tailored to specific services needed and has measureable goals, which is to be 

monitored yearly. 

4. Children with exceptional needs are to be placed in the least restrictive 

environment as determined by the child’s diagnosis and needs. 

5. All children and parents should be given due process including the requests for 

evaluation, independent evaluations, rights to appeals and confidentiality. 

6. Parents are given the right to participate in the process regarding placement, 

individualized learning plans and annual reviews. 

 

 

The impact of this law drastically changed the method of education for children with 

exceptional needs.  Prior to this legislation, individuals with special needs were placed in 

institutions with restrictive settings and given very little instruction (U.S. Office of Special 

Programs, 2007).  Assessment and learning were not considered a necessity.  Concepts from 

this law led to another wasted reform effort in urban schools mentioned by Miron and St. 

John, special education inclusion (Manset & Washburn, 2003).  The authors point out that 

students in urban settings have a higher risk of being identified with a learning disability.  

Special educations programs in urban schools often do not have the staffing or supports to 

assist children with and inclusion model, thus keeping the achievement gap untouched.   
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Supporters of the Education of All Handicapped Children Act agreed that students 

with learning disabilities would benefit more if they stayed in the classroom longer 

throughout the school day instead of being pulled out to receive services.  With the 

amendment and the guarantee of the least restrictive environment, the traditional classroom 

in the United States had to look different.  If children were to learn in the least restrictive 

environment, they would have to remain in the general classroom setting as much as possible. 

This requires initial teacher training, additional staffing, and ongoing professional 

development. 

With special education inclusion, the population of students who were identified as 

qualifying for special education dramatically increased and special educationalists felt the 

general education practitioner should share in the responsibility of educating those students.  

The model suggested was called inclusion.  Inclusion meant that students would be included 

in the general education classroom with extra supports from the classroom and special 

education teachers instead of being pulled out for instructional help.  Researchers argue that 

this reform effort is not working in the secondary schools.  This model was piloted with 

elementary aged children, but not at the secondary level where the gaps in learning are even 

larger.  As a result, students with a learning disability in secondary schools are not receiving 

the attention needed in order to be successful in school (Lindsay, 2003; Mastropieri & 

Scruggs, 2001).  While this model may in all actuality be the best model for students with the 

appropriate supports such as tutoring and peer coaching, the children in urban areas or in 

secondary schools may not reap the true benefits of this model.   

The standardized test scores of many special education students are low in reading, 

math or written language.  This is difficult and teachers must bring up their students’ scores 
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so they often recommend students for additional special education services or extended time 

outside the classroom instead of making calculated decisions based on data that could help 

the child, avoiding the special education stigma (Mertler, 2007).   

 

School Choice Reform 

Magnet schools.  Magnet schools were created for the purpose of desegregation and 

school choice (Maloney, 1986).  In cities across the nation, schools had become increasingly 

segregated in the late 1960s and 70s.  This segregation led to schools and school districts 

attracting children of particular ethnicities based on understood neighborhood racial 

boundaries.  Parents in some urban cities only choice was a failing school that was highly 

segregated.  Congress enacted the Emergency School Aid Act in 1972 in order to help school 

districts find methods to assist with desegregation.   

In 1969, a federal court in North Carolina ordered the Charlotte-Mecklenbuerg school 

district to bus its students across neighborhood boundaries in hopes of desegregating the 

school district (Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education, 1971).  This court 

order was not popular, and even went to the Supreme Court where it was upheld in support of 

integrating schools.  Boston schools soon followed with forced busing, but added magnet 

programs to its plan in hopes of increasing choice and options for students.  Although this 

produced unrest and rioting, magnet schools entered into the permanent landscape of 

American education.   

The idea of the magnet school was created with the intention of attracting White 

students to schools in Black neighborhoods or Black students to schools in White 

neighborhoods.  “Ideally, some minority group pupils are released from racial isolation and 
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are also enriched by the curriculum, while majority pupils are ‘held in’ the system by the 

special advantages of attendance or the prospect of future admission” (Dentler & Elsbery, 

1967, p. 6).  Themes of magnet schools were developed for particular students with particular 

interests in hopes of attracting like-minded students, regardless of race, to attend schools 

together (Goldring & Smrekar, 2002).  These schools had themes such as math and science, 

technology, performing arts, communications, foreign languages or even Greek (sports and 

competition).  Dentler (1991) explained magnet schools as a school that has the following 

characteristics: 

1. a distinctive curriculum based on a special theme or instructional method; 

2. a unique district role and purpose for voluntary de-segregation; 

3. voluntary school choice by the student and the parent, with variable criteria 

established for inclusion and 

4. access to student beyond an attendance zone or single subdivision of a district.  

(p. 5) 

 

 

While many magnet schools were individual schools with specialized themes, some magnet 

programs existed within already established public schools.  These types of programs held 

the same criteria mentioned by Dentler.   

In 2007, there were approximately 2,400 magnet schools nationwide, enrolling 1.2 

million students (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2007).  There were also 3,300 

schools with magnet school programs enrolling 3.1 million students.  Magnet schools rose in 

popularity not only because of the themes, but they had an overwhelming amount of financial 

support from the federal and state levels (Smrekar & Goldring, 1999).   

In 1984 the federal government had a little less than 80 million dollar set aside 

specifically for magnet schools.  In 2010, the federal government awarded 36 school districts 
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in 15 states $100 million dollars in grants through its Magnet Schools Assistance Program.  

These schools received one to three year grants each ranging from $470,000 to $1 million in 

order to promote diversity, school choice, and student achievement in American schools (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2010).  According to the press release, the Magnet Schools 

Assistance Program was funded to: 

 eliminate, reduce, or prevent minority group isolation in elementary and 

secondary schools with substantial proportions of minority students; 

 develop and implement magnet school programs that will assist in achieving 

systemic reforms and provide all students the opportunity to meet challenging 

state academic content standards and student achievement standards; 

 develop innovative educational methods and practices that promote diversity and 

increase choices in public elementary and secondary schools; 

 promote courses of instruction within magnet schools that will substantially 

strengthen students' knowledge of academic subjects and attainment of tangible 

and marketable vocational, technological, and professional skills; 

 improve the capacity of school districts to continue operating magnet schools 

after federal funding ends; and, 

 ensure that all students in magnet schools programs have equitable access to high-

quality education that enables them to succeed academically and continue with 

post-secondary education or productive employment. 

 

 

Magnet school programs are still thriving, but some states such as Missouri, Ohio and 

Michigan challenged court ordered desegregation plans that favored magnets and eventually 

caused wide spread magnet closure (Rossell, 2005).  Citizens in Kansas City, Missouri for 

example were victims of two segregated attendance zones (one for Whites and one for 

Blacks) until 1955 (Moran 2005).  Even though the Supreme Court declared this 

unconstitutional, they merged the attendance zones, but allowed White students to transfer 

out of their neighborhood school, which continued the racial segregation of the city’s schools 

(Moran, 2005).  Finally, the federal government intervened after complaints to the Office of 
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Civil Rights and the district stopped the transfer policy for Whites.  They attempted to bus 

students to schools other than their neighborhood schools in order to achieve racial balance.   

The Kansas City Missouri School District knew the only way they could achieve 

desegregation was to develop an inter-district desegregation plan with surrounding suburban 

districts, but the neighboring districts refused.  The city was unable to pass a tax increase for 

the improvements in its schools for over 19 years.  The Kansas City Missouri School District 

and its families sued the state of Missouri and other federal agencies in federal court (Jenkins 

v. State of Missouri, 1977) for the mediocre education of children in the district.   

A ruling came in 1984, when the district was told to function within its boundaries 

instead of consolidating with the surrounding districts.  The judge ordered a district-wide 

magnet school program (Moran, 2005).  The magnet plan was supported by an increase in 

state and local taxes, and allowed students who did not live within district boundaries to 

attend magnet schools in Kansas City with hopes of achieving desegregation.   

The results of the court ordered magnet plan was financially damaging.  The money 

needed to support the building or renovations of schools and equip them with the necessary 

tools to sustain the magnet theme and busing was astronomical.  The busing in the district 

moved from 100 routes a day to 850 in Kansas City (Ciotti, 1998).  The district built 15 new 

school buildings and renovated 54 of the existing ones.    

In 1997, only 387 suburban students were attending school in the Kansas City 

Missouri School District under the magnet plan.  The mayor of the city, Emanuel Cleaver, 

stated, “You can’t just build a $6 million school facility, call it a magnet, offer some 

romantic courses and think all the White students are going to come” (Ciotti, 1998).  The 

entire system began to crumble by 1997 with the judge’s resignation and eventually ended in 
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2003.  Desegregation efforts failed, achievement levels of students remained stagnant and 

state officials felt that billions of dollars were wasted.  Kansas City is one example of a 

failing magnet program, but cities such as Houston, Minnesota, and Las Vegas have had 

successful magnet programs for decades. 

Vouchers.  Vouchers are payments that parents use to finance private school tuition 

for their children.  Some vouchers use funds from private donors, but most are generated 

from tax dollars.  Those in favor of vouchers believe they give children of low-income 

families a chance to grow academically by attending high achieving private schools they 

otherwise could not afford.  Since the voucher inception, middle-income families have been 

able to take advantage of them also. Those who oppose the voucher system feel that the use 

of tax dollars to fund private schools is unethical and at times a violation of church and State.   

As of 2004, 70% of the private schools that participated in Milwaukee voucher 

program had a religious emphasis (Belfield, Levin, & Schwartz, 2004).  Not only do some 

private schools incorporate religion, but they also do not have to follow federal or state 

mandates when it comes to high stakes testing or servicing children with exceptional needs. 

Again Belfield, Levin, and Schwartz found that only 1% of the private schools in the 

Milwaukee Parental Choice Program even offered exceptional child services (2004).  A 

disturbing amount of private schools appear to have been created when the voucher program 

started.  Over 45% of private schools in Milwaukee started after the system began in 1990 

(Belfield, Levin, & Schwartz, 2004).  In 2001, 40% of the private schools participating in the 

voucher program had a majority of its students paying tuition with vouchers.   

Wolf (2011) conducted a mix methods study on the Milwaukee voucher system.  He 

found that students who used vouchers and attended private high schools attended college at 
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a higher rate than those who remained in the conventional public school setting.  Although 

this was a positive finding, he did conclude that the voucher system did not benefit 

desegregation efforts.  The minority students who attended heavily populated minority public 

schools tend to go to heavily populated minority private schools when granted vouchers.  

Some researchers have also found that voucher programs have no significant impact 

on a child’s education.  Belfield, Levin and Schwartz (2005) explained that not only was the 

advantage of an education in a private school who accepted vouchers absent in Cleveland, 

but some data indicated a decrease in mathematics scores when compared with the local 

public schools.  Similar findings were reported in Washington D. C.  (Wolf et al., 2010).  

Although the scores were similar to the local public schools, parent satisfaction was higher in 

private schools accepting vouchers than the public schools in the area.   In a another study on 

Milwaukee voucher programs, Cowen, Fleming, Witte, & Wolf (2010) explained that even 

though the voucher program may have been intended for students to move schools for a 

better education, 45% of urban parents had never heard of voucher programs, even after the 

Wisconsin Parental Choice Program had been established for over 18 years.  

Sometimes choice is really not a choice.  Some choice depends on the parent’s ability 

to navigate the system and abide by the rules set forth by the school.  Paul, Legan, and 

Metcalf found children whose families were in the lower tiers of poverty often did not utilize 

their vouchers compared to those who had slightly higher incomes (2007).  They postulated 

that this could be due to the additional responsibilities that co-exist in the private school 

setting such as providing transportation, books, uniforms and fees.   

Charter schools.  Charter schools have been in existence in the United States for 

over 20 years.  They continue to be a source of confusion in some educational communities.  
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A charter school is an independent public school designed and operated by educators, parents, 

community leaders, educational entrepreneurs, and others. They are sponsored by designated 

local or state educational organizations, such as college and universities, which monitor the 

quality and effectiveness, but allow them to operate outside of the traditional system of 

public schools.  Although charter schools are public schools, they are exempt from many of 

the rules and regulations of traditional public schools.  These schools vary in many ways 

depending on each state’s law concerning charter school conception.  Mullholland and 

Bierlein (1995) go through great detail in their article “Understanding Charter Schools” in an 

effort to explain the concept of charter school education at a time when they were fairly new.  

Their article is still relevant today and gives an explanation to those who still may be 

confused about charter school education.  In order to understand charter schools, it is 

important to review the origin, structural components, and current state of charter schools.  

These topics help us gain a deeper understanding of the differences and similarities of 

traditional public schools and charter schools as well as frame the importance of charter 

school history for this study.   

 

Standards Reform 

 

No Child Left Behind.  As mentioned previously, A Nation at Risk (National 

Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) prompted the New Basics, which asked for 

schools to go back to basic concepts within content matter and find a way to measure 

students’ progress.  This evolved and transformed into what we now know as the Standards 

Movement.  The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) is a landmark in education 

reform designed to improve student achievement and close achievement gaps.  Passed with 



53 

overwhelming bipartisan support from Congress, the law was signed by President George W. 

Bush on January 8, 2002.   

NCLB legislation passed in 2001 and reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act.  NCLB required states to develop standards that could be measured annually 

on state examinations.  Initially, this legislation expected 100% of students in the United 

States to be proficient in reading and math by 2014.  This Act required that all students take 

annual state exams.  States had to develop subgroup guidelines for thresholds of students to 

make sure “no child falls through the cracks” (U.S. Department of Education, 2004).  This 

aspect alone uncovered the hidden failures of marginalized groups in American schools 

(African-Americans, Hispanics, low-income, English language learners and children 

receiving special education services).  Schools could no longer hide or ignore these 

populations.  Schools that received Title I funding were expected to make Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP) in order to continue funding.  If these schools did not make AYP two years 

in a row, they were place on a “needs improvement” list and probationary steps were put into 

place.   

The steps range from probationary warnings to school closure.  Schools on the “needs 

improvement” list were forced to spend at least ten percent of their Title I funds to assist 

teachers in activities such as professional development or mentoring (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2004).  Schools and district employees were also required to develop a plan to 

help “turn around the school”.  Each state had to issue a yearly report card for each district 

explaining various data such as the financial standing of the school or district, average daily 

attendance, graduation rates, and AYP.  Another feature of this legislation was that all 
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teachers had to be highly qualified by the 2005-2006 school year.  States could once again 

determine the definition of “highly qualified”.   

 Creators and supporters of this bill felt that NCLB would help create accountability 

for teachers and administrators.  State standards would be linked to state exams.  Teachers 

would finally be held responsible for what students were learning in the classroom since the 

standards would be so “clearly” defined.  However after reviewing NAEP, the nation’s fourth 

and eighth grade scores in math and reading have barely improved (National Assessment of 

Education Progress, 2013).   

 Those who opposed NCLB cited several reasons for their disapproval.  Even though 

schools were labeled as “needs improvement”, this often translated to “failing” and brought 

down building morale for students and teachers.  Another reason for oppositions was rooted 

in fears of standardization.  Joel Spring points out “standardized tests create uniformity in the 

knowledge taught in public schools.  In other words, these tests standardize knowledge” 

(2010, p. 24).  

 The creation of national legislation such as NCLB was an example of what Foucault 

labels as disciplinary power (1979). It allowed for a national surveillance system to be put 

into place for schools and people to be judged and disciplined.  This disciplinary system of 

NCLB provided rewards or punishments for schools that did or did not make gains.  The 

norms for this legislation were based off ideas of the dominant culture once again, but this 

time, the whole nation would be able to witness the ranking of others.  Privacy laws are put 

in place prohibiting teachers from violating the rights of students by displaying rank and 

score publically, but NCLB did exactly this.   
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The purpose of NCLB was to set a standard, an unspoken threshold for students in 

American education.  Legislators were aware that all students would not meet that threshold 

by 2014, but they passed the law anyway.  They knew that children within their families, 

with high quality schooling and cultural capital could pass the test. Any child or school that 

could not meet these standards needed to be punished or highlighted in their point of view.  

No matter how much good we may say this system has done, the primary groups who have 

been penalized are children of color and those living in poverty.  The wealthy and the 

dominant have either been rewarded or left untouched.  The poor and teachers of the poor 

continue to be punished.  Charles Payne points out “If we give people an enormously 

challenging task and only fraction of the resources they need to accomplish it, sooner or later 

they start to turn on one another, making the job more difficult still”  (2010, p. 24).  NCLB 

has caused a schism in education amongst educators.   

 Race to the Top.  In 2009, President Obama set aside $4.35 billion in grants for 

education under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2010).  The monies are for states that show innovation and creativity coupled with 

educational reform designed to raise student achievement, graduation rates and success in the 

college and career arena.  This initiative calls for: 

• Adopting standards and assessments that prepare students to succeed in college 

and the workplace and to compete in the global economy; 

• Building data systems that measure student growth and success, and inform 

teachers and principals about how they can improve instruction; 

• Recruiting, developing, rewarding, and retaining effective teachers and principals, 

especially where they are needed most; and  

• Turning around our lowest-achieving schools. (p. 2) 

 

 



56 

This grant program has a 500-point system that has 20 different categories under the criteria 

of State Success Factors, Standards and Assessments, Data Systems to Support Instruction, 

Great Teachers and Leaders, Turning Around the Lowest-Achieving Schools, and General 

Selection Criteria.   

 In order to be eligible for Race to the Top, states changed educational laws to earn 

higher scores (U. S. Department of Education, 2010).  Some states augmented charter laws 

and implemented merit pay systems for teachers.  At the time of this study 45 of the 50 states 

and Washington D.C. adopted Common Core standards for grades K-12 in order to be 

eligible for funding.  States are given a three-year timeline to spend the money on purchased 

professional services, facilities and materials, travel, salaries, equipment, and licensing.  

 Both NCLB and Race to the Top are rooted in standards based reform.  These 

programs push an adoption of standards and the accountability of teachers and schools for the 

mastery of the standards.  Again, economics is intertwined into this type of reform in both 

negative and positive ways.  Unfortunately, the achievement gap remains. 

 Each one of these reform efforts is intertwined in the use of data.  The primary source 

of data is standardized test scores.  Again one can see the importance teachers being 

equipped to make data driven decision in order to create lasting changes in the classroom 

instead of participating in short-lived reform efforts.   

 

The Charter School Movement 

 The history of American schooling provides an understanding of the foundations of 

our current system.  This system has been refined and reinvented with the use of systemic 

reform efforts.  One category of reform in United States education is school choice.  School 
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choice includes magnet schools, voucher programs and charter schools.  An in-depth 

explanation of charter schools is necessary to provide meaning to this study. 

 

Origin of Charter Schools 

In 1974, a man named Ray Budde, who had an interest in organizational theory, 

presented a paper to the Society for General Systems Research entitled “Education by 

Charter” (Budde, 1989).  Budde took the concept of the charter agreement signed by Henry 

Hudson and the East India Company that is better known as the Magna Carta of 1215.  In this 

charter, Budde noted that “Hudson’s charter included the objectives, a time line of the 

mission, the responsibilities of the granting authority and of the recipient, provisions for 

documenting Hudson’s accomplishments, a plan for compensation and the signatures of both 

parties” (p. 519).  Budde knew that these same arrangements or charters could possibly be 

used in American education.  He hypothesized that a group of teachers and their school board 

could propose charters for a particular purpose, for a specific amount of time (three, four or 

five years), with certain goals, objectives and responsibilities that could then be signed and 

honored for the duration of the charter.   

Budde (1989) had a well thought out plan.  He divided the life cycle of an educational 

charter into five stages: 

1.    Generating Ideas – This is a time for exploration and wide-ranging 

discussion.  Parents and other members of the community who might be 

interested in the curricular area or age group covered by the proposed 

charter could join the teachers to form a discussion group. 

2.    Planning the Charter – If the planning funds are approved, the informal 

discussion group becomes a charter planning committee and carries out 

the planning activities.  The group will complete a form that will include 

the date of the agreement, the title of the charter, the beginning and 

ending dates for instruction under the charter, any necessary procedural 

steps, and the signatures of the board and teachers.   
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3.    Preparing for Teaching – Once the school board approves the charter, the 

next three to nine months are spent in preparation for teaching under the 

charter including, but not limited to career development, printing 

brochures, developing enrollment procedures, creating lesson materials 

and setting up support services.   

4.    Teaching Under Charter – The school actually begins to operate.  Budget 

status reports are provided on the first day of each quarter and career 

development continues.  This stage will continue throughout the life of 

the charter. 

5.    Program Monitoring and Evaluation – Program monitoring and 

evaluation should be clear and ongoing.  A committee should exist with a 

chairperson outside of the school to assist in evaluations and future 

recommendations. (pp. 519-520) 

 

 

After Budde presented this paper in 1974, absolutely nothing happened.  His ideas 

surrounding charter schools remained dormant.  According to a piece he wrote for Kappan 

(Budde, 1996), he stated that he asked his colleagues if his charter school idea was good or if 

it could even work.  No one thought the problems in education were big enough for a 

restructuring of the system.  They simply felt a new program or initiative would suffice.  

Over the next decade and half, a few reports emerged that triggered Budde to revisit 

“Education by Charter.”  The first report was A Nation at Risk:  The Imperative for 

Educational Reform (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983).  The report 

was compiled during President Ronald Reagan’s administration for the United States 

Department of Education, the Secretary of Education and the entire nation.  A Nation at Risk 

revealed the fact that American schools were failing.  It presented an overview regarding the 

deficiencies in content, expectations, time and teaching in American schooling. The 

committee’s findings triggered a series of educational reforms and initiatives in an effort to 

improve America’s schools.  
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Another report that surfaced a few years later was A Nation Prepared:  Teachers for 

the 21st Century (Carnegie Forum on Education, 1986).  This report also challenged the 

American education system to produce better-educated students in order to ensure our 

democracy and freedoms as a nation.  It also suggested more rigorous standards for those 

entering the teaching profession and a scaffolding system within education allowing for 

mentorship and empowerment.  Within three years, the nation’s view of what was truly 

happening in American education was questioned.   

Since restructuring was the new topic in education, Budde decided to revisit his 

previous ideas on chartering schools (Kolderie, 2005).  His paper “Educating by Charter” 

was soon published in 1988 by the Northeast Regional Lab.  He sent his paper to numerous 

organizations and individuals, including the then president of the United States, George H. W. 

Bush.  Fortunately, his message did not go unnoticed.  Albert Shanker, the president of the 

American Federation of Teachers (AFT) read Budde’s work.  He too felt some restructuring 

needed to take place in American education even though he was a heavy proponent of 

teachers’ rights and union organization.  Shanker (1988) wrote articles himself, made 

proposals and even expressed his opinion on locally run schools over the next few years 

(Brandt, 1990).   

During this same time period, Great Britain was operating under what was known as 

grant maintained schools (Pettigrew & MacLure, 1997).  The Parliament’s Education Reform 

Act of 1988 gave counties the option to forego local control of primary and secondary 

education.  This Act also allowed the local governing body of the school to control the 

majority of the finances and major decisions. Beginning in 1989 the Department of 

Education in Britain began handing out grants to schools in hopes of improving education.  
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As the United States gained new insights to its failing system, Britain’s grant maintained 

structure appeared to resemble Budde’s idea of schooling by charter (Kolderie, 2005; 

Schroeder, 2004).   

According to Schroeder (2004), Minnesota was already in sync to Budde’s thoughts 

on charter schools.  Under Governor Rudolph G. Perpic, Minnesota enacted the Post-

Secondary Enrollment Options program in 1985 that gave juniors and seniors in high school 

the opportunity to go to a college or university at the state’s expense.  Also in 1988, 

Minnesota Legislature passed the Interdistrict Open Enrollment Program allowing for 

students to attend schools in districts other than their district of residence.  Minnesota used a 

numerous variety of methods other than traditional elementary, middle and high schools to 

educate its students.  Even as early as the 1970s, students attended alternative programs, such 

as second chance schools and alternative schools that existed outside of the normal district 

jurisdiction.   

Finally, the idea of charter schools would be brought to the forefront due to national 

attention.  The Itasca Seminar, sponsored by the Minneapolis Foundation organized a 

conference to explore school improvement.  Shanker took the stage and delivered his (and 

Budde’s) ideas on creating schools in which teachers would start and run.  He called these 

schools charter schools.  This conference had individuals who all believed that something 

dramatic needed to occur in order to improve schools.  

Two key individuals were present at the seminar, Senator Ember Reichgott Junge and 

State Representative Ken Nelson.  These two men were responsible for the Interdistrict Open 

Enrollment law that already passed in Minnesota.  They were responsible for introducing the 

charter school bill in 1989 in the state of Minnesota.  The charter school bill passed the 
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Senate in 1989 and 1990, but it could never pass the Minnesota House of Representatives.  It 

was not until 1991 that the Senate and House reached a compromise and adopted the nation’s 

first charter school law by just one vote. 

The Minnesota charter school bill passed only under particular criteria.  It was stated 

(1) only local school districts could grant charters, (2) only eight charters could be granted 

anywhere in the state, and (3) the governing board had to have a majority of licensed teachers 

that taught at each school (Schroeder, 2004).  Despite these regulations, Bluffview 

Montessori in Winona had its charter approved in 1991 and opened in the fall of 1993. City 

Academy in St. Paul also also had its charter approved after Bluffview’s, but was able to 

open in the fall of 1992. 

 

The Movement Begins 

After the inception of charter schools in Minnesota, other states began to follow.  

California was the next state to pass charter school legislation in 1992.  Colorado, Georgia, 

Massachusetts, Michigan, New Mexico and Wisconsin passed laws in their states allowing 

charter schools in 1993.  By 1999, 36 states and the District of Columbia had adopted charter 

school laws.  According to the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools’ dashboard, 

1,542 charter schools were operating in 1999.  This accounted for 349,714 students and 1.7 

percent of schools in the United States.  One possible rational for this growth is the notion of 

customer satisfaction.  Wohlsetter, Nayfack, and Mora-Flores (2008) found that parent 

satisfaction is relatively higher in charter schools than traditional public schools.  With the 

use of surveys, they also explained that a constant rise in parent satisfaction exists in charter 

schools over the life of the school.  The researchers emphasized the importance of customer 
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satisfaction surveys for charter schools and other schools of choice.  The formation of charter 

school policy was vital during this period.  As new states passed charter school legislation, 

lawmakers and educators toiled over the terminology and components of charter schools.  In 

California for instance, Senator Gary Hart introduced Senate Bill 1448, a charter school law 

written by Sue Burr in January of 1992 as the thought of school vouchers were becoming 

popular (Hart & Burr 1996).  

In order to draft Senate Bill 1448, Hart and Burr spent time researching efforts in 

Minnesota’s charter schools and Britain’s grant-maintained schools (1996).  They used the 

framework from Minnesota in order to draft a bill for California.  While they were drafting 

their version of a charter school bill another Assembly Member was drafting one also.  Both 

bills were in favor of charter schools, but contained very different requirements.  Hart and 

Burr wanted a bill promoting local control, with a locally elected school board to approve 

charters, while the other bill required signatures from the state.  Both bills made it through 

the House forcing the governor to sign one and veto the other.  Hart and Burr triumphed.   

Michigan approved charter school law in 1993.  It was the ninth state to do so.  Their 

laws gave the state board of education supervision over charter schools.  There are four 

different sponsors or authorizers for charter schools in Michigan:  State public universities, 

community colleges, intermediate school districts and local school districts.  A sponsor is an 

entity responsible for granting charters to operators and overseeing public charter schools in 

operation (National Alliance for Public Charter Schools, 2014).  State public universities in 

Michigan are limited to the number of charters they can authorize.  They can only authorize 

up to 85 charter schools collectively.   
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Charter schools continued to gain popularity under the umbrella of school-based 

management with the help of policy makers, unions and those in academia (Ogawa, 1994).  

Ogawa used archival analysis and case study techniques to report on the sources of school 

reform as it continued to become popular (1994).  Ogawa found three major players in the 

arena of school based management concerning school reform.  He listed policy actors, 

teacher union actors and academic actors in school based management reform.  Ogawa 

explained that organizations were usually more powerful than individuals regarding this topic.  

Policy actors were not necessarily those who worked in government and created laws, but 

those who “analyzed policy and set policy agendas” (p. 524).  Teacher unions were another 

component of school based management reform.  Ogawa stated that the American Teachers 

Federation (AFT) was much more engaged in this process than the National Educational 

Association (NEA).  Ogawa named AFT’s Shanker as one of the biggest proponents of 

school based management reform.  Finally, Ogawa named academic actors as an integral 

piece of school based management reform also.  The academic actors he referred to were 

those who held full time university and college positions.  Although these academic actors 

were not as influential as policy actors and teacher unions, they still helped shape school 

based management reform in the 1980s and 1990s.    

As states continued to join the charter school movement, interstate diffusion and 

intrastate processes evolved (Renzulli & Roscigno, 2005).  Interstate diffusion refers to states 

using nearby or similar states to help evaluate and develop policy.  This has always been 

popular with educational policy.  Therefore states looked to other states, the way California 

looked to Minnesota, to help develop charter school policy.  Even though these states are not 

close to each other in proximity, their viewpoints on restructuring and school choice were 
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similar.  Sometimes states that were close to each other mirror one another just because they 

shared a border.  Workers and ideas pass between states similar to newspapers and visual 

media.  Another reason interstate diffusion occurred was because legislatures understood that 

the bills they presented on the floor had a greater chance of passing if another state had 

already adopted similar legislation.  

Intrastate processes refer to the policy adoption as a byproduct of political structures 

of a state or any other locality.  Current policy makers and government structures determine 

intrastate processes.  Educators and legislators evaluate the configuration of the lawmaking 

body within the state and determine whether certain bills have a viable chance and the 

necessary support to even make the House or Senate floor.  All in all, charter schools began 

with the vision of one man, but have grown due to the support from influential parties.   

 

Charter Schools Today 

At the present time, there are 42 states with charter school laws (National Alliance of 

Public Charter Schools, 2014).  As of April 2012, there were 6004 charter schools – over six 

percent of the nation’s schools in the United States.  Sixty-eight percent of these schools are 

freestanding charter schools without any management organization.  Twenty percent have 

Charter Management Organizations and twelve percent have Education Management 

Organizations.  The majority of charter schools exist in large urban areas and are startup 

schools instead of conversion schools.  Start-up schools start from an idea and a group of 

dedicated individuals, whereas conversion schools are district or private schools that are 

converted to charter schools.  Most teachers who work in charter schools today are not 
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unionized.  Although some charter schools are virtual, most operate as traditional schools in 

on-site settings.   

Charter schools have increased each year not only because of the charter legislation in 

states and parent satisfaction, but also due to the support they receive from various 

foundations.  The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation has been one of the largest supporters 

of charter schools compared to all other foundations (Erin Project, 2012).  This foundation 

has donated more than two billion dollars to charter schools.  In a speech made at the 

National Charter School Conference in 2010, Bill Gates stated, “Our school system is 

desperately in need of brand new approaches and actually testing and improving those 

approaches out. And that’s one thing that charter schools do best.” (Gates, 2010).  He 

believes in the work of charter schools so heavily, he ended his speech by saying, “We’ll 

look back, hopefully not more than a decade from now, and see the change that took place 

and we’ll be able to say that your high performing charters started those changes and made a 

huge difference.” The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation believes in the concept of smaller 

high schools.  They often provide financial support to small private or charter start-up high 

schools.  This foundation also converts larger high schools into smaller learning communities 

or charter conversion schools, in an effort to provide a more personalized education to high 

school students.  In a comparison study of small startup and conversion school charter 

schools, researchers found that both were valuable, yet the startup schools appeared to attain 

success quicker (Shears, et al., 2008).  This mixed methods study focused on a five-year 

national study from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation that used data from surveys and 

case studies to determine the effectiveness of each type of scenario.   
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Foundations such as the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation are not the only 

supporters of charter schools.  Former Presidents, George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton and 

George W. Bush, all supported charter schools.  President Barack Obama used charter school 

support as a campaign item during the 2008 election.  Once he entered office, he initiated 

Race to the Top, a grant program developed to help stimulate growth in education and 

support charter school funding.  Even the current Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan, has 

stated that restrictions on the growth of charter schools should be lifted (Shear & Anderson, 

2009).  In 2012, President Barack Obama released a proclamation that a week in May would 

be National Charter School Week.  In this proclamation he stated, “Our children only get one 

chance at an education, and charter schools demonstrate what is possible when States, 

communities, teachers, parents, and students work together.” (Obama, 2012).  Wealthy 

business owners and elected officials have supported the increase of charters over the last 20 

years. 

Finally, charter school growth may be attributed to teacher autonomy in charter 

schools.  Teacher autonomy may be considered an incentive for those who work in charter 

schools.  Budde intended for teachers to have autonomy when he initially developed the idea 

of educating by charter.  Gawlik conducted a study that explored the relationship between 

charter teachers and teacher autonomy (2007).  Charter teachers were interviewed and 

documents were analyzed in order to gain insights to this phenomenon.  The results of 

teacher perceived autonomy were dependent on the type of charter school teachers worked in.  

Some teachers who were partnered with local school districts felt they had no more 

autonomy than regular district teachers.  Teachers at independent charter schools did feel 

more local autonomy existed in their school settings.  Another deciding factor was the role of 
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the Educational Management Company or Charter Management Company.  Each sponsor or 

authorizer operated differently and the participants reported these differences.  Curriculum 

seemed to be the salient issue of charter school autonomy reported by the teachers.  Gawlik 

emphasized the need to define the sponsor’s role more in future research in order to get a 

clearer picture of teacher autonomy inside the charter school network.   

Although there are many supporters of charter schools, this movement has 

encountered its share of opposition.  Two of the biggest critics of charter schools are the 

national teacher unions AFT and NEA.  In 2002, the American Federation of Teachers 

released a report on the effectiveness of charter schools (American Federation of Teachers, 

2002).  This report stated charter schools spent more of their revenue on administration than 

local school districts and experienced higher teacher turn over.  They also explained that 

charter teachers had a larger workload and were less accountable than their traditional public 

school counterparts.  A recommendation of this study was that “policymakers should not 

expand charter school activities until more convincing evidence of their effectiveness and 

viability is presented” (p. 79).  The study was careful to point out the ideas about charter 

schools from its former president, Al Shanker, are not the same concept charter schools 

operate under today.   

The National Education Association (2012) does not totally support the use of charter 

schools in public education either.  An official statement from the NEA explains, 

NEA believes that charter schools and other nontraditional public school 

options have the potential to facilitate education reforms and develop new and 

creative teaching methods that can be replicated in traditional public schools 

for the benefit of all children. Whether charter schools will fulfill this 

potential depends on how charter schools are designed and implemented, 

including the oversight and assistance provided by charter authorizers.   
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The NEA (2012) feels that if charter schools are to become a permanent fixture in American 

schooling, they must follow specific guidelines.  The guidelines would help develop charter 

policy and hold charter schools accountable.  The NEA recommendations are as follows: 

 A charter should be granted only if the proposed school intends to offer an 

educational experience that is qualitatively different from what is available 

in traditional public schools. 

 Local school boards should have the authority to grant or deny charter 

applications; the process should be open to the public, and applicants 

should have the right to appeal to a state agency decisions to deny or 

revoke a charter. 

 Charter school funding should not disproportionately divert resources 

from traditional public schools. 

 Charter schools should be monitored on a continuing basis and should be 

subject to modification or closure if children or the public interest is at risk. 

 Private schools should not be allowed to convert to public charter schools, 

and private for-profit entities should not be eligible to receive a charter. 

 Charter schools should be subject to the same public sector labor relations 

statutes as traditional public schools, and charter school employees should 

have the same collective bargaining rights as their counterparts in 

traditional public schools. 

 

 

The NEA (2012) turns to the National Assessment of Educational Progress 2003 Pilot 

Test to support its claims (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2004).  In this study, 

NAEP found that fourth grade charter school students did not perform any better than their 

traditional public school counterparts on the math and reading tests.  NEA points out that 

students who qualified for free or reduced lunch in charter schools scored lower than those in 

public schools.  They also illuminated the finding that students who were taught by 

uncertified teachers (a common trend in charter schools) scored significantly lower than 

students who had certified teachers (a usual requirement of traditional public schools).  
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There are many other controversies surrounding charter schools on a national level.  

Opponents of charter schools express concerns of discrimination and segregation as regular 

practices in charter schools.  Charter schools have been accused of turning away parents of 

children with special needs due to inadequate staffing, inefficient facilities and depleted 

budgets (Carr, 2010; O’Conner & Gonzalez, 2011; Turque, 2011).  Students with special 

needs often require additional financial support in order to provide a free and appropriate 

education compliant with the Individuals for Disability Education Act.   

A report from the New Orleans State Board of Education showed a gap in the 

numbers of special education students served between charter schools and the regular public 

school system (Carr, 2010).  It appears that the numbers of special educational students in 

certain charter schools are not representative of the district or the communities those charter 

schools serve.  Many advocates for children with special needs speak of situations in which 

families were discouraged from applying at individual charter schools, or were "counseled 

out" once there.  Some schools have even been accused of establishing admission 

requirements to make it difficult for special needs students to gain admittance.  The Florida 

Department of Education released information stating eighty-six percent of charter schools in 

Florida have no severely disabled students in their population. (O’Connor & Gonzalez, 2011)  

Similar patterns are found in California, Louisiana and Texas according to the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation.   

A complaint was finally filed against the public charter schools in Washington D.C. 

in May 2011, for the discrimination and exclusion of special needs students (Turque, 2011).  

The complaint states that some charter schools include questions on admission applications 

asking whether a child has received special education services.  It also highlights the fact that 
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traditional public schools are serving three times as many students with special needs than 

charter schools in Washington D.C. (Turque, 2011).  Cases such as these continue to bring 

attention to the topic of discrimination of special needs students in charter schools. 

 Similar to the separation that exists with charter schools and students with special 

needs is racial segregation.  Brown v. Board of Education was the paramount decision that 

promoted integration of schools in the United States.  Magnet schools (schools with a central 

theme developed in an effort to attract students to schools outside their neighborhoods) and 

similar desegregation orders were put in place to aid in the desegregation of American 

schools from 1960s to the early 1990s.  Charter schools, in many instances, exist under the 

same philosophy.  They are created to give parents a choice to attend schools that may not be 

in their neighborhood, but have enticing features such as themes or the promise of high 

achievement.  The problem is that middle class and wealthier families are often the ones to 

exercise choice (Frankenberg, Siegel-Hawley, & Wang, 2011).  They explain the ability to 

choose is determined on whether families even know about options and how to exercise their 

right to choose.  Some other issues that may deter lower income families from choosing 

charter schools involve a lack of free or reduced lunch programs, free transportation and 

hefty requirements for parent involvement (Erikson, 2011).  These matters perpetuate 

segregation in schools economically and racially.  Unfortunately, research reports that 

schools with a high population of low-income families and students of color have fewer 

opportunities of a high quality education (Linn & Welner, 2007). 

Charter school history is complicated and controversial (Schroeder, 2004).  The mere 

existence of these schools provides a platform for vicious battles among educators and policy 

makers.  Policies are different in every state and determine the way in which charters schools 
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function.  These policies require charters to be fiscally and academically accountable to 

parents, students, authorizers and the government.  Data driven decision-making may be able 

to assist with some of the layers of accountability.   

 

Data Driven Decision-Making in Schools 

The accountability measures placed on traditional public and charter schools with the 

adoption of NCLB created an intense desire to figure out how to raise student achievement 

test scores and improve classroom instruction (Shen & Ma, 2006; Wright, 2009).  In some 

cases schools and districts have engaged in unethical practices in order to prompt a difference 

in students’ test scores.  For example, they have cheated by communicating hints or answers 

within the secured testing environment (Burney, 2006; Donsky, 2005).  Some schools 

conveniently have high rates of suspension during testing periods in order ensure that those 

who traditionally perform in the lower quartiles are unavailable during testing (Figlio, 2003).  

Even though these strategies are used in schools across the nation, Wright (2009) 

feels “Among ethical options for improving scores, perhaps the best approach involves the 

efficacious use of student data” (p. 120).  He argues that teacher instruction and curricula 

decisions with the use of data can have the most profound and long-lasting effect.  The data 

located in schools is rich.  If teachers and school leaders used the data for positive data driven 

decision-making, it has the potential to be used for interventions that will assist children in 

reaching targeted proficiencies as they progress through their educational careers (Flowers & 

Carpenter, 2009; Wright, 2009). 
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An Explanation  

Data driven decision-making (DDDM) pertains to the systematic collection, analysis, 

examination, and interpretation of data to inform practices and policy in educational settings 

(Mandinach, 2012). Mertler and Zachel (2006) describe DDDM as a method used by 

educators to determine the strengths and weaknesses of a student in order to ultimately 

change instructional practices.  The meaning of DDDM differs from person to person even 

when the same data is used (Mandinach, 2012).  

The type of data one should use is dependent upon the decision that needs to be made. 

Standardized and norm-referenced assessments are the most common type of data used in 

schools and districts when making instructional decisions.  Scholars argue DDDM must 

include more than achievement scores and end of the year assessments (Petrides, 2006; 

Schmoker, 2003).  Shildkamp, Lai, and Earl (2012) explained that data is not simply test data, 

but a wide-range of information needed in order to make decisions in the school setting.  

Unfortunately, test data has become the most important standard of measure that is 

emphasized in the school setting.    

The awareness of test scores and the need of DDDM increased with the adoption of 

No Child Left Behind (U.S. Department of Education, 2004).  Districts and individual 

schools were forced to make decisions based on data in order to improve student 

performance on high-stakes tests.  There was a focus on schools and districts making 

Adequately Yearly Progress, instead of the yearly gains individual students achieve 

(Mandinach, 2012).  Mandinach explains, “Thus, an abyss has been created between data for 

compliance and data to inform teaching and learning (p. 72).”  
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Educational data may encompass different attributes than data used for non-organic 

purposes.  Copland, Knapp and Swinnerton (2008) define education data as information that: 

(1) Represents the content or conduct of instruction or its effects on student learning 

and the student experience, as well as the factors and conditions that most 

immediately affect these matters. 

(2) Is, or could be, used in leadership actions aimed directly at the improvement of 

instructions, learning and the student experience or organizational conditions that 

support instructional improvement. (p. 153) 

 

Trochim (2005) states that the term data has come to mean the same as measureable, 

however teachers and administrators are not triangulating data and therefore leaving out vital 

portions (qualitative data) that will not allow for proper overall analysis.  Trochim explains, 

“…quantitative data is based upon qualitative judgments, and all qualitative data can be 

summarized and manipulated numerically” (p. 10).  

Corrigan, Grove and Vincent (2011) offer multiple suggestions for the types of data 

that can be used for DDDM in the educational setting.  They feel that both quantitative and 

qualitative data should be used.  For instance, when making decisions about school-wide 

student achievement, they suggest using quantitative data such as report cards, test scores, 

and benchmark scores.  The qualitative data they suggest for the same area are student 

portfolios, exhibits, interviews, and focus groups.  

Multiple types of data should be used when making decisions about specific areas 

within the educational setting (Corrigan, Grove, & Vincent, 2011).  When making decisions 

about the instructional program within a school, they suggest the use of teacher student ratios, 

student enrollment, educational levels of teachers, student retention, portfolios, interviews 

and professional development agendas. Flowers and Carpenter (2009) include the use of 

curriculum materials, grade books, lesson plans, student work, rubrics and assessments, 
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master schedule, technology capacity, benchmark results, standardized results, attendance 

rates and discipline rates when making decisions about instructional practices.  Even though 

some forms of data are difficult for classroom teachers to access, many types are easily 

accessible within the school.  

 

Current Models of DDDM  

There are multiple theories existing in the arena of DDDM.  The beginnings of this 

practice started with Mason (1969) and Craven (1975) who both studied information decision 

systems.  This process was considered the early form of DDDM.  These researchers felt that 

gathering information or data were important to making effective decisions in the private or 

public sector.  Their model began with deciding the particular problem or process that needed 

to be augmented, created or deleted.  Then they looked at internal factors and information 

systems in order to make a decision.  After the decision was made, they both explained the 

importance of reflection and evaluation.   

Some of the current models of DDDM used in schools are cyclical in nature and are 

augmented to fit the needs of the administration, staff and students. Huffman and Kalnin 

(2002) used collaborative inquiry within district teams in order to collect data and make data-

driven decisions on how to improve teaching and learning. These researchers used data from 

the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) to help decide what changes 

in practice may need to occur in order to “promote student achievement of our Minnesota 

Graduation Standards” (p. 571).   

Their DDDM model asked teachers to learn about the TIMSS or the overall data.  

Next, they examined the implications for their schools based on the TIMSS.  They found a 
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focus of inquiry, collected data, analyzed data, identified the problem, planned for action and 

then monitored results.  This cycle continued as they learned more and more about TIMSS. 

Ninety percent of the participants in this study felt this model had a positive effect on them 

and changed their philosophy on education.  They also felt stronger about their research 

abilities.  Eighty percent of the teachers felt this process improved their curriculum and 

instruction.  Important to this model is that teachers collected all of their own data and as a 

result felt they could participate in the debate of best practices and instructional methods at 

their sites (Huffman & Kalnin, 2002).   

Mandinich, Honey, Light, and Brunner (2008) suggest DDDM takes place on a 

continuum.  This continuum is comprised of three main levels and six states.  The first level 

is data in which participants are to collect and organize data.  In this level, data must be 

organized into meaningful compartments.  If data are organized, they also allow users to 

triangulate pieces in order to help provide meaning.  Next, participants move to the 

information level.  In this level, teachers analyze and summarize the data.  They look for 

patterns and try to make sense of the data before them.  Once some sense is made, then 

teachers can summarize their analyses into statements that produce knowledge.  Knowledge 

is the next level of this process and it requires teachers to synthesize and prioritize.  Synthesis 

helps form the foundation of needs, but those needs must be prioritized.  Prioritizing provides 

steps and a plan for implementation.  Once these levels are initially completed the teacher 

must make a final decision for a student or group of students, implement that decision and 

then figure out a way to measure the impact through outcomes.  If the desired outcomes are 

not achieved, the teacher has to go back to data collection, summarizing and analyzing 

information or resynthesizing and prioritizing.  This is a continuous process. 
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Walser (2009) refers to a model by Toyota Motor Corporation for use in the 

educational setting known as a comprehensive type of DDDM named Systems Data-Based 

Decision Making.  She explains, “Complex living systems, like the human body, focus on 

means (i.e., internal operations) as opposed to ends (i.e., results) for fitness and survival” 

(2009, p. 1).  Schools, classrooms, teachers and students are complex living systems.  Walser 

believes it is important to focus on the planning and monitoring versus always staking an 

emphasis in the outcomes.  Planning and monitoring produce long lasting results.  Systems 

Data-Based Decision Making requires the daily work and progress to be the assessment 

instead of a standardized outcome.   

Schildkamp, Lai, and Earl (2012) developed five steps for DDDM.  Their method 

called for teachers to identify the purpose by asking what kinds of data are being sought in 

the beginning.  Next, teachers should collect relevant data dependent upon the purpose from 

step one.  The third step is analysis.  One must ask how the data are analyzed in order to find 

meaning.  Interpretation occurs next.  Teachers must take the data and turn it into plans.  

Finally, the researchers call for action with the implementation of the last step. These 

researchers point out, “It is only once the ‘message’ is clear, that we can take appropriate 

action based on data” (p. 17). 

The Institute of Educational Sciences (2009) released a guide with five 

recommendations on DDDM.  The first recommendation was in order for instructional 

improvement, data collection and analysis should be ongoing.  Secondly, students need to 

know how to making meaning out of data.  Third, DDDM has to have a clear mission and 

vision within the school or district.  The fourth recommendation is for schools or districts to 

set aside resources to fund and continue the culture of data.  Finally, the Institute of 
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Educational Sciences recommended the implementation of a school wide or district wide data 

system for storage and accessibility.  The last recommendation for educators and districts is 

known as data warehousing.  It is considered an integral part of DDDM in the school setting. 

 

Software and Data Warehousing 

Some schools and districts have adopted hardware and software systems to help 

support the collection and organization of data for DDDM.  While Microsoft Excel is 

probably the most commonly used tool for gathering and organizing data, there are some 

sophisticated software programs called Statistical Package for Social Sciences or Statistical 

Analysis for Systems (Picciano, 2009).  These software packages, created specifically for 

DDDM, easily formulate frequency, distribution and correlations. 

Software programs have also become much more common due to state reporting 

purposes.  Within these software programs, databases on students, personnel, facilities, 

curriculum and finances can be found.  Sophisticated systems of data storage are called data 

warehouses.  Data warehousing is the use of technology software as a tool and management 

system for DDDM (Weiss & Indurkhya, 1998).  As of 2007, there were more than 30 data 

warehousing companies that existed just for the purpose of DDDM in grades kindergarten 

through twelfth grade education (Villano, 2007).  

Picciano (2009) believes there is a need for data warehouses because the structure of 

schooling has changed.  Once upon a time school districts held a lot of the data on students 

and school at the central office in paper files.  Now, the use of technology and increased 

presence of non-traditional schooling, schools have access and are ultimately more 
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responsible for the outcomes of children.  Not only can software and data warehousing assist 

with DDDM, but businesses can help also. 

If schools want to hurry the process of DDDM or do not want to exert the time and 

diligence needed, they can rely on a company such as Regional Educational Laboratory.  

These labs will collect data for schools, disaggregate it, and merge it with standards or best 

practices so district simply have to implement it (Schaffhauser, 2011).  These companies will 

develop indicators and interventions for schools that feel they do not have the time or 

expertise for such tasks.   

Heather Zavadsky (2010) found few school districts had employees that felt 

comfortable in using data in order to make decisions about learning possessed three things: 

1. created easily accessible systems and tools that include multiple measures that 

address numerous aspects of the educational process; 

2. used those systems and tools to create and constantly monitor system alignment 

and progress; and  

3. instituted data-use within all levels of their system. (p. 173) 

 

 

Zavadsky (2010) conducted case study research on three school districts that were 

recipients of the Broad Prize for Education, which is an award that recognizes urban districts 

that make improvements in student achievement and close the achievement gap with students 

of color and the poor.  She reported on each district’s use of assessments, their actual data 

system or warehouse, monitoring, accountability systems and systemic implementation.  She 

found that with the use of data warehousing, teachers and staff reported “frequent real-time 

data helped them identify areas where individual students or groups of students were 

struggling”(p. 187).  She also concluded that these environment used data to guide 

instruction instead of a means to inflict punishment on children and teaching staff.  This 
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promoted the sharing of best practices and allowed dialogue to take place among staff 

members without fear or ridicule. 

 

Barriers and Disadvantages 

Although using DDDM can have a profound effect on teaching and learning, there are 

some barriers.  Researchers have stated that we must be careful not to misuse data (Booher-

Jennings, 2005).  Some disadvantages to DDDM in education encompass barriers related to 

understanding, accepting and implementing (Kowalski, 2009).  According to Kowalski 

barriers of understanding are due to a lack of interpretations involving research.  As far as 

accepting, it may sometimes be difficult for educators to process how to fix a problem 

instead of just doing what someone has told them to do.  Educators (teachers) are usually 

implementers of other people’s ideas, not researchers, decision makers or implementers of 

their own work. 

Teachers often have anxiety and feel as if they are not able to make data based 

decisions (Dunn, Airola, Lo, & Garrison, 2013).  Jalongo (2006) explains her personal 

journey as a teacher who began making data based decisions.  She believes that many 

teachers like her have a negative acceptance of research.  They begin by having 

conversations within their minds that are negative and lead them to doubt their abilities to 

participate effectively in this process.  Once teachers realize their attitudes need to change, 

they begin to work a little at understanding research and its facets.  As the work of research 

becomes natural, teachers see the rationale behind best practices and recommendations in the 

field of education.  If the work continues, teachers become empowered when they are 

allowed to implement their own recommendations based on research from DDDM.   
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This chapter has provided a review of the literature that frames this study.  The 

history of American schooling, school reform in the United States, the charter school 

movement and data driven decision-making are each important components to understanding 

the background, purpose and significance of this research study.  The next chapter will 

explain the study’s design and methodology.   
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 

In the early 1990s, charter schools became a fixture in American public schooling 

(Mullholland & Bierlein, 1995).  These schools, based on the ideas of Ray Budde (1998), 

stressed teacher autonomy and richer learning experiences for children.  Since the foundation 

of charter schools rests in the power and capabilities of effective teachers, it is important that 

charter schools have teachers who are experts in areas such as curriculum development, 

instructional strategies and data driven decision-making.   

Typically charter schools are small.  The average size of charter schools in my local 

area is 435 students (Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2013).  When 

Local Educational Agencies (LEAs) are operating with only 435 students, their revenue 

stream is low and they cannot always afford to hire a person whose only responsibility is data.  

In larger districts, a data specialist is hired and usually charged with the task to gather and 

disaggregate data into meaningful information for productive use in the classroom.  Since 

this position often does not exist in charter schools, it may be necessary for teachers to 

become familiar with data driven decision-making so they can make changes in their own 

classrooms.  This study attempted to understand the experiences of teachers concerning data 

driven decision-making who work in charter schools sponsored by a Midwest university in 

order to gain insights on teacher knowledge and use of data in the classroom.   

This heuristic case study had one central research question and four sub-questions.  

The research questions were as follows:   
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1. How do data inform the decisions teachers in charter schools make in the 

classroom? 

A. How do teachers define data driven decision-making? 

B. How do teachers describe its use in the classroom? 

C. What kind of data do teachers include when making data driven decisions?  

D. What types of support are received from others about the process of data driven 

decision-making?   

These questions could help explain teachers’ experiences around making data driven 

decisions inside their classrooms in the charter school setting.   

Even though charter schools are represented in almost all 50 states, they have not 

always been able to prove they are more effective as defined by student achievement scores. 

If this unclear trend continues, charter schools might eventually fade from the fabric of 

American schools.  During my years as a teacher in a charter school, I can only remember 

receiving local training concerning data driven decision making once.  All of the other 

training I received was at national conferences.  The local training received was a one-day 

workshop that took place over ten years ago.  Data driven decision-making has the ability to 

bring new understandings to educators about students in the classroom, which can assist in 

improving the instruction of classroom teachers.  It was important to me to find out how 

teachers experienced data driven decision-making in the classroom.  Answers to my research 

questions may change practices inside charter schools or help leaders with future ideas 

concerning professional development.   

I know charter schools are not always inferior to traditional public schools.  I have 

worked in a charter school for fifteen years.  I have chosen to send my own children to a 
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charter school instead of the neighborhood suburban school less than a mile from my home.  

I am a charter teacher who wants the best for charter schools in our country regardless of size, 

sponsor or location.   We do work harder than the traditional classroom teacher because we 

often hold multiple positions in our schools (American Federation of Teachers, 2002).  My 

hopes for this study were to help give insights to those in power to help charter teachers like 

me.   

This chapter will explain the rationale of qualitative methodology.  I will also provide 

a summary of case study research, the major approach in this study, the heuristic inquiry 

process and narrative inquiry.  I then will describe the design of the study by defining the 

setting, participants, sampling techniques, data sources and data analysis procedures.  This 

chapter will close with a discussion of the limitations including validity, reliability and 

ethical considerations.   

 

Rationale for Qualitative Research 

Major research paradigms include quantitative and qualitative research.  Quantitative 

research provides quantitative or numeric description of trends, attitudes or opinions or it 

tests the impact of treatment on an outcome (Creswell, 2009, p. 145).  It is based on precise 

measurements using structured and validated data or collection instruments.  Qualitative 

research is quite different.  It is a means for exploring and understanding the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem with the use of words and detailed 

views of informants in a natural setting (Creswell, 2013, p. 15).  Grbich (2013) points out 

that qualitative research ideology emphasizes that subjectivity has value, validity is seen as 

getting to the truth, power lies with the researched, a holistic view is essential and every 
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study is time and context bound. I chose to use qualitative research methods for the purpose 

of this study because I wanted to use the participants’ words and views to help give meaning 

to the research questions and ideas surrounding data driven decision-making in charter 

schools sponsored by a Midwest educational agency.  Yin explains that qualitative is used to 

gain a better understanding of a particular situation (2014).  Creswell (2009) goes on to state 

that qualitative research is compiled of unique characteristics that set it apart from 

quantitative research.  Qualitative research occurs in a natural setting and the researcher is 

the key instrument.  Creswell also insists that this type of research is not fixed, uses multiple 

forms of data and is highly interpretive.  I am usually a very linear thinker who works well 

with numbers.  I usually want numerical proof in order to explain things around me.  I chose 

qualitative research because I felt it was just as powerful as the numbers. Merriam explains 

my choice of qualitative research by stating “qualitative research is interested in how people 

interpret their experiences and the meanings associated with those experiences” (2009, p. 14). 

Since qualitative research takes place it a natural setting, the data is collected from the 

participants in the site where they most likely experience the issue or problem in the study 

(Patton, 2002).  I went into the school to interview each of the participants about data driven 

decision-making.  I also observed teachers in their classrooms while they infused data driven 

decision-making into their lessons.  This allowed me to actually spend time talking to 

participants and seeing how they behave in the context of situations directly related to the 

issue or problem (Creswell, 2013). 

In qualitative research, the researcher is a key instrument.  Even though instruments 

such as protocols or surveys may be used, the researcher is the one who gathers the majority 

of the information through observations and interviews (Creswell, 2013).  I understand that I 
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am the primary research tool and my interactions and understandings of the data had an 

effect on the findings.  Reactivity or the reactions of the participants in the study in my 

presence were acknowledged and considered (Patton, 2002). Since qualitative research is 

highly interpretive, I took what I heard, saw or read to make interpretations.  These 

interpretations were still tied to my background and personal understandings.  My primary 

focus rested in the understandings of the participants.   

I could not allow my viewpoints to guide the research, but I used the meanings the 

participants brought to the study as a compass.  In order to combat this, I needed to be 

reflective.  Reflexivity in qualitative research is the process of becoming self-aware (Begoray 

& Banister, 2010; Rallis & Rossman, 2010).  Reflexivity is the ongoing and critical reflection 

of biases and how they affect each stage of the research process.  Alvesson and Skoldberg 

(2009) explain, reflexivity requires serious attention to the awareness of theoretical 

assumptions and the dimensions behind the work of interpretation (p. 9).  I had to be ever 

aware of my social, political and theoretical assumptions throughout this process.  I used a 

reflexive journal to help maintain awareness during this study.  My reflexive journal recorded 

my thoughts and biases throughout various stages of the study to help me make meaning of 

my prior understandings.    

Finally, Creswell (2013) contends that the process may change inside of qualitative 

research.  It is not a fixed set of questions and data collection that help bring forth meaning 

behind the given issue or problem.  Qualitative research may shift or change based on the 

observations or feedback from the participants.  This particular qualitative research study 

uses a case study approach along with heuristic and narrative inquiry. 
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Case Study 

The theoretical tradition of case study was used because it is a strategy for doing 

research my research. Yin (2009) defines case studies by explaining “a case study is an 

empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-

life context especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 

evident” (p. 74).  The focus was to discover the how and why of data driven decision-making 

among charter teachers.  The case study is preferred when studying events in which 

behaviours cannot be manipulated (Stake, 2010).  Merriam explains “case study is more 

concrete, more contextual, more developed” (2009, p. 44).  I wanted a rounded description of 

their experiences that comes from using case study methodology.   

A case study is done to shed light on a phenomenon, which is a process, event, person, 

or other item of interest to the researcher (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007).  I wanted to investigate 

the experiences of charter teachers in a particular charter school network concerning data 

driven decision-making.  Yin (2009) also states that case study inquiry relies on multiple 

sources of evidence.  It also “benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions 

to guide data collection and analysis.” (Yin, 2009, p. 74).  Previous studies are used 

throughout this research to help build up and shape the case for future data collection and 

analysis.  Yin (2009) goes on to describe case studies “…as a strategy for doing research 

which involves an empirical investigation of a particular contemporary phenomenon within 

its real life context using multiple sources of evidence.” 

Stake (1995) describes three types of case studies: intrinsic, instrumental and 

collective.  In the intrinsic case study, the inquirer has a genuine interest in the case.  An 

instrumental case study is used to accomplish something rather than understand it, while a 
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collective case study is a combination of several smaller case studies.  This study follows the 

guides of an intrinsic case study because I have a genuine interest in the case.  Even though 

participants may work at different schools, they are still part of a single case representing the 

Edwards University Charter School Network.  I have chosen to do a single case study with 

embedded units (Yin, 2009).  I have the ability to look at sub-units to give me meaning of the 

single case.  Embedded within this case study are findings from two different schools who 

represent high and low achieving charter schools.  I was able to do a within case analysis 

(within each subunit) and a cross case analysis (across all subunits) in order to provide a 

thick description of the one group as related to the phenomenon (Yin, 2009).  This allowed 

me to highlight understandings about the data driven decision-making in the Edwards 

University charter school network and each of the charter schools in the study.  The 

embedded cases may be used to confirm or challenge a theory, or to represent a unique or 

extreme case (Yin, 1994).   

 

Heuristic Phenomenology 

Phenomenology is an approach that attempts to understand the hidden meanings and 

the essence of an experience together with how participants make sense of these (Grbich, 

2013).  Creswell (2013) describes phenomenology as describing “the common meaning for 

several individuals of their lived experiences or phenomenon” (p.76). Edmund Husserl 

introduced phenomenology in 1913.  Husserl (1967) defined phenomenology not as science 

of facts, but a science of essential beings or establishing essences (p. 40).  Researcher, van 

Manen (2007), describes phenomenology as the study of lifeworld (p. 13).  He also states 



88 

“Phenomenology is a project of sober reflection on the lived experiences of human 

experience” (p. 12).  

Heuristic phenomenology is a specific type of phenomenology.  I used heuristic 

phenomenology as a lens to shape my study.  The word heuristics originated from the Greek 

word heuriskein, meaning “to discover or to find” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 9).  Heuristic inquiry 

attempts to discover the nature and meaning of phenomenon through internal pathways of 

self-using the processes of self-reflection, exploration, and elucidation of the nature of 

phenomenon that is being studied (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985).  

Moustakas (1990) describes the heuristic process of phenomenology in six stages: 

1. Initial Engagement – The task of initial engagement is to discover an intense 

interest, a passionate concern that calls out to the researcher.  The initial 

engagement invites self-dialogue, an inner search to discover the topic and 

question.   

2. Immersion – Once the question is discovered and its terms defined and clarified, 

the researcher lives the question.  The researcher is alert to all possibilities for 

meaning and enters fully into life with others wherever the theme is being 

expressed or talked about in public. 

3. Incubation – The process in which the researcher retreats from the intense, 

concentrated focus on the question.  During this process the researcher is no 

longer absorbed in the topic, nevertheless, growth is taking place. 

4. Illumination – This occurs naturally when the researcher is open and receptive to 

knowledge and intuition.  This is a breakthrough into conscious awareness of 

qualities and a clustering of qualities into themes inherent in the question.  A 

degree of reflectiveness is essential, but the mystery of situations requires tacit 

workings to uncover meanings and essences. 

5. Explication – The purpose of the explication phase is to fully examine what has 

awakened in consciousness, in order to understand its various layers of meaning.  

The researcher recognizes that meanings are unique and distinctive to an 

experience and depend upon internal frames of reference.  Researchers must 

attend to their own judgments.   

6. Creative Synthesis – The researcher is thoroughly familiar with all the data.  Once 

the researcher has mastered knowledge of material that illuminates and explicates 

the question the researcher is challenged to put components and core themes into 

a creative synthesis.  This usually takes the form of a narrative depiction, but may 

be a poem, story, drawing, painting or other creative form. (pp. 120-122) 
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Moutakas (1990) explains that heuristic research is demanding and requires self-

reflection and authenticity.  I have been a traditional public teacher, but I have spent most of 

my professional career as a charter teacher.  For the last fifteen years, I have been in a charter 

school setting.  I have experienced the life of a charter teacher inside a big network of for 

profit charter schools with ample professional development opportunities and I have recently 

been part of a charter school independent of a management company that receives very little 

educational training and support.  Finally I am a mother who almost witnessed the ruin of my 

child based on inadequate data driven decision-making.  I do believe these experiences have 

had a direct reflection on the understandings and interpretations of my study.   

 

Narratology 

 Since the final step of heuristic inquiry is creative synthesis, I chose to use the 

narratology as vehicle to express my findings.  As the research began to take form, stories 

began to develop for each of the participants and for the teachers within Edwards 

University’s charter school network.  Narrative stories tell of individual experiences, but they 

are not tightly structured (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2013, p. 71;).  Reissman 

(2008) explains that the themes may even dictate the structure of how the stories are told.   

 As a point of reference, Richardson and St. Pierre reminded me that I was not 

omniscient and did not know everything about the participants and their backgrounds (2005).  

I could only write their stories based on the information they gave me, coupled with my own 

background knowledge and understanding (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Richardson, 2004).  

Creswell explains that the researcher does not need to focus on those who will be able to give 



90 

the best stories, but should realize that all people have a story to tell and those stories will 

surface as the research is gathered (2013).   

There are many types of patterns and suggestions on reporting narrative research 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Frye, 1957; Riesmann, 2008).  Elliot (2005) describes two 

types of narratives and labels them first-order and second order narratives. First order 

narratives are those in which the participants tell the stories about their own experiences, but 

second-order narratives are ones in which the researcher constructs a narrative for the 

participant based on the data gathered.  Since I did not directly receive any stories from the 

participants, I wrote second-order narratives.  

 

Setting, Participants and Sampling 

 

Two charter schools under the sponsorship of Edwards University were chosen as 

sites for this single case study.  All of the charter schools in this research had the same 

authorizer or sponsor.  The sponsor is an educational agency, such as a university or college. 

Edwards University is responsible for a network of 11 charter schools in the area.  Fifty-one 

hundred students are under the umbrella of this school educational agency.  Of the 5,100 

students, 21 percent of them are Hispanic- Non White, 71 percent are Black, 7 percent are 

White and less than one percent are Asian or Pacific Islander according to the state’s 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education report cards.  Eighty-five percent of the 

students qualify for free or reduced lunch.  The two schools were chosen using a maximum 

variation sample (Patton, 2005).  I chose schools who educated students in sixth through 

eighth grades in Edwards University’s network that exhibit high and low levels of 

achievement as determined by the state’s grade level and end of course assessments.  This 
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was done in order to capture a variation in participants.  It is important to explain the 

intention of this study was to have three school settings with two participants from each.  

Each of the initial three schools represented high, average and low achievement scores on the 

annual state achievement test.  The one with average achievement scores initially agreed to 

participate in my study, but declined once it was time to collect data.  I asked three other 

charter schools under the sponsorship of Edwards University to participate as my site that fit 

the average criteria.  None of the other school leaders wished for their teachers’ permission to 

participate in my study or for me to conduct observations in their buildings.  I even enlisted 

the help of the charter school director of Edwards University.  She personally contacted the 

principals and they all declined.  They stated reasons from high turnover, bad timing, and 

restructuring.  I knew it would be difficult to gain entry into charter schools due to my own 

experience of working in one, but I considered myself a member of the charter school 

community.  My membership did not matter because I was seen as a researcher first. 

The first school I used for research was named New Beginnings.  New Beginnings is 

a conversion charter school.  It began as an alternative school and became a charter school in 

1999.  New Beginnings serves students in grades kindergarten through eighth grade and is 

located on one campus.  The school prides itself in offering counseling and mentoring 

programs for the children it serves.  New Beginnings has 18 full time classroom educators 

and serves approximately 250 students (Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 

2013).  Over ninety percent of the students at New Beginnings are Black.  Eighty-five 

percent of the students are qualify for free or reduced lunch.  Teachers average 5.7 years of 

experience and almost 30 percent hold a master’s degree.   
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Visitors must use an access control system to enter the building.  A security guard sits 

near the front desk where all visitors must sign in.  The entire school is located on one floor 

and moves in a circular motion.  The office is situated in the middle of the building with see-

through glass to view students and guests as they move through the hallways.  All members 

of the office staff have two-way radios and frequently communicate with one another 

concerning student behavior and the locations of faculty.  The students at New Beginnings 

wear uniforms consisting of khaki or navy pants with blue or brown t-shirts.  A low level of 

noise permeates through the hallways of this school. 

The next school chosen for this study was Community Prep.  Community Prep is 

identified as a start-up charter school.  This school was initially started also in 1999, but did 

not have any connection to the local school district or any other previous school.  Community 

Prep serves students in grades kindergarten through twelfth grades on two separate campuses.  

Students in grades kindergarten through eighth grades are in one building and the high school 

students are one tenth of a mile away in another building.  The campus also has two 

additional buildings used for special education services, counseling services and music 

classes. The school is promoted as a safe learning environment with an emphasis in academic 

rigor.  Community Prep has approximately 600 students enrolled (Department of Elementary 

and Secondary Education, 2013).  Forty percent of its students are Black, and over fifty 

percent are Hispanic.  Over 90 percent of its students qualify for the free or reduced lunch 

program.  Teachers at Community Prep have an average of 10 years of teaching experience 

and over 45 percent hold a master’s degree or higher. 

All who enter Community Prep are also allowed entry through an access control 

system.  The study took place at the kindergarten through eighth grade building.  This three-
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story brick structure dates back to 1911 as indicated by its corner stone.  There is no security 

guard, but all visitors must sign it at the front desk.  The front desk is located at the top of the 

step upon entering.  The administrators’ offices are to the right of the top of the stairs and up 

another small flight of stairs from the front desk.  Not only do the students wear uniforms at 

Community Prep, but all of the staff members do too.  Everyone wears khaki pants with red, 

green or blue polo shirts with the school emblem embroidered over the heart.  The silence in 

the hallways of Community Prep is almost eerie.  It is difficult to believe there are over 450 

students inside of this building.   

A criterion sample was used in order to choose participants for this study.  Criterion 

sampling involves selecting cases that meet some predetermined criterion of importance 

(Patton, 2002, p. 238).  Five participants were chosen for this study with this purposeful 

sampling technique. Teachers in the two preselected schools were given a brief survey to 

yield information concerning years of service in the charter school, grade level, and content 

area (see Appendix C).  The survey was also intended to gather information about 

demographics such as age and gender. Results from the survey revealed five teachers from 

Community Prep and one teacher from New Beginnings who were eligible according to the 

criteria. The criteria for the participant sample included a minimum of two years at the 

chosen school in the content areas of math, science or language arts.  These teachers also 

needed to be responsible for teaching coursework in one of the three content areas that is 

tested yearly on state examinations.  Any teachers fitting the criteria were reviewed, selected 

and contacted in hopes of finding a diverse group of teachers to represent the Edward 

University’s charter school network.  Out of the two surveys turned in at New Beginnings,  

I only found one teacher who met the criteria.  I decided to use the other candidate since she 
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did teach at another charter school sponsored by Edwards University for the last several years, 

even though it was her first year at New Beginnings.  The two other teachers at New 

Beginnings who could have participated in the study, did not even fill out the survey.  When 

I contacted them about the study, they both stated that they did not want to participate.  I 

spoke with the acting administrator to gain additional support, since he was more than 

helpful, but he told me there was nothing he could do to help me.  

The surveys revealed teachers at these schools were between the ages of 26 and 45 

with a mean of 32.  The years of teaching experience ranged from 2 years to 18 years with  

a mean of 8.  Finally, the surveys showed there were two males and five females teaching 

sixth through eighth grades.  The content breakdown of those individuals was 3 math, 3 

English language arts, and 1 science teacher. 

The teachers were contacted once they were chosen and had the opportunity to  

deny participation in the study.  Those who decided to participate in the study were given 

consent forms and also had the opportunity to exit the study at any time for any reason  

(see Appendix A).   

 

Data Sources 

Merriam (2009) describes three forms of qualitative data collection as interviews, 

observations and documents. I utilized data crystallization, the use of multiple data sources in 

a study to test for data consistency, by utilizing documents, interviews and observations as 

the three sources of data throughout my study.  Crystallization provides a deep and thorough 

approach to describing the findings (Ellingson, 2009).  Ellingson also explains that different 

genres or types of data need to be interwoven and blended in multiple ways in order to 
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provide the rich description expected in qualitative research.  The genre or data sources for 

this study were documents, interviews, and observations (see Appendix D).  

Documents.  Documents are tools used in qualitative research that help provide 

further insights to a phenomenon.  Document data can be retrieved from personal documents, 

intimate diaries, personal letters, autobiographies, official documents, internal documents, 

external communication, student records and personal files, and even popular culture 

documents (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007).  I used documents to provide me with information that 

was not observable (Patton, 2002, p. 293).  Patton (2002) explains that documents “can 

reveal goals or decisions that might be otherwise unknown to the evaluator”.  Documents are 

a strong source of data because they are stable and can be reviewed repeatedly (Yin, 2009).  

Merriam (1998) points out that another strength of documents as a data sources lies with the 

fact that they already exist in the situation; they do not intrude upon or alter the setting…” (p. 

13).  They have a wealth of information that may often be overlooked or ignored if the words 

are left silent on the pages that hold them.  Documents were a valuable part of my data 

sources.   

I reviewed an official document for my study, a 2011 copy of the Northwest 

Educational Association’s (NWEA) DesCartes introductory pages.  Edwards University 

suggest that all schools under its sponsorship use NWEA as a benchmarking system.  Both 

schools in my study adopted this system back in 2008.  This document was used in the initial 

training for teachers at schools that adopted NWEA’s testing program.  It helps teachers 

understand the background for using NWEA data to make decisions in the classroom.  An 

updated version was recently released and is accessible online. The document gives an 

overview of the contents included in the DesCartes’ framework and helps teachers “translate 
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NWEA test scores into specific learning objectives to help target individual student’s needs” 

(NWEA, 2011).  It goes on to provide an overview of the program and the NWEA 

philosophy and history.  Finally, this document explains the overall organization and gives 

teacher tips for usage of DesCartes.  

I also analyzed journals written by the participants in the study (see Appendix C).  

Journals help give valuable information to the researcher that is different than official 

documents, organizations, and the adopted policies of the system (Argyrous, 2009, p. 228). 

Elliot refers to journal or diary entries as research-driven documents (1997). I sent out the 

same questions to each of the participants and they submitted their answers to me in an 

electronic format.  These pre-structured journals helped to provide an additional data set that 

focused on specific questions derived from the research questions (Gibson & Brown, 2009).  

Journal entries gave the participant time to thoughtfully craft his or her ideas without 

pressure or immediate time constraints.  The journal prompts were as follows:   

1. How do you feel about your abilities to use data to inform decisions in the 

classroom?, and  

 

2. What kinds of supports do you feel would be most helpful in assisting you with 

data driven decision-making in your classroom? 

 

 

Interviews.  I also used interviews as a data source during this study with each of my 

participants.  I was able to develop a level of trust and discover information that I could not 

obtain from the journal entries or observations.  Interviews are used to gather unique 

information about data than cannot be observed (Stake, 2010; Yin, 2014, p. 95).  An 

interview is a process in which a researcher and participant engage in a conversation focused 

on questions related to a research study (deMarrais, 2004). Interviewing requires “a respect 
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for and curiosity about what people say, and a systematic effort to really hear and understand 

what people tell you” (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, p. 17).  The words spoken by the participants 

gave answers to the questions I had about teachers’ perceptions regarding data driven 

decision-making.   

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) believe that interviews are the most effective and 

convenient way to gather information in research.  Interviews are particularly useful for 

revealing the story behind a participant’s experiences (McNamara, 1999).  Each participant 

possessed a story related to his or her experiences with data driven decision-making.  The 

interview process exposed the bulk of the pieces of their stories.  Open-ended questions can 

help lead to stories even though a story was not stated directly (Stake, 2010).  It was my 

attempt to not reveal the surface level experiences of data driven decision-making, but to get 

behind the experiences in the study.  Finally, Patton (2002) explains that we can find out 

information from people through the use of interviews that we cannot find through 

observations.  Interviews give us insights to the thinking and understanding of participants 

within qualitative research.   

 I used semi-structured interviews or guided interview with all participants during in 

the interview process (Lichtman, 2010).  Interviews were conducted with each participant 

inside his or her natural setting such as an office or classroom.  The semi-structured interview 

made use of pre-selected questions with additional probing techniques for elaboration as 

needed. The purpose of the study was explained to each participant as well as the recording 

and transcription process before the interviews began (see Appendix E). 

Participants did not receive the questions ahead of time, but were given unlimited 

time to respond and express their thoughts and feelings.  Depending on the responses from 
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the participants, questions were rephrased or reshaped in order to gain clarity.  The 

interviews were recorded on a digital mp3 recorder and transcribed by the researcher. The 

digital recordings and transcriptions are kept in a secure fire-proof safe as outlined by the 

University of Missouri-Kansas City’s International Review Board. 

After the initial interviews were transcribed and coded, follow-up interviews occurred 

in order to gain deeper understandings or clear up any misconceptions that may have 

occurred during the initial interview process.  Participants were able to look over their initial 

and follow-up transcripts as a form of member checking to ensure their words were correct, 

clearly understood and not taken out of context.   

Observations.  I chose to use observations in order to describe components of 

teachers’ perceptions of data driven decision-making that may not be located in documents or 

explicitly stated in interviews.  “The eye sees a lot as it relates to the research question,” 

explains Stake (2010, p. 90).  Prior to the observations, I felt as though I was still missing a 

valuable portion of my research.  The observations tied the words from the interviews and 

documents together.  My research questions allowed me to hunt for visuals directly related to 

my research questions.  I knew what the participants told me, but I wanted to experience the 

phenomenon first hand (Merriam, 2009).   

Observations allow the researcher to describe situations using the five senses or 

provide a “written photograph” of a situation (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993).  

Marshall and Rossman (1989) explain observations as “the systematic description of events, 

behaviors and artifacts in the social setting chosen for study” (p. 79).  I took pictures of those 

events as I recorded data during the observations with my eyes and the use of field notes.  I 

was not completely sure of what I would find during the observations with the participants, 
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but it was more powerful experience than expected. Maxwell (2013) states, “observation can 

be a direct and powerful way of learning about people’s behavior in the context in which it 

occurs” (p. 103).  

Merriam points out that when deciding to observe, it is important to decide what a 

researcher’s purpose is (1998).  This helps focus the researcher on what to look for 

throughout the observation.  My purpose was to capture the actions and behaviors of teachers 

when engaged in the data decision-making process. DeWalt and DeWalt reminded me to 

look at the interactions in the setting and observe the smallest details because they can lead to 

issues of power and other insights (2002).  I wanted to observe this use of power (negative or 

positive) or the lack of it in the classroom as teachers interacted with data and students.  The 

interactions between the teachers, students, textbooks, and the overall learning environment 

provided a wealth of detail. As a matter of fact, I could still see snapshots of the movements 

of the individuals, see the classroom walls and hear the voices of the students and teachers as 

I analyzed the data for this study. 

Before I conducted my observations, I created an observation protocol (see Appendix 

F).  The observation protocol had a series of questions to look for during the observation.  I 

took field notes during the observation.  The field notes also included information about each 

participant and the setting.  I also captured direct quotes from each participant.  The field 

notes were then transcribed electronically into a narrative form with simple reflective 

statements located within the margins.   
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Data Analysis Procedures 

Various forms of data are used in qualitative research (Creswell, 2009; Patton, 2002).  

All of this data was reviewed and categorized in order to produce themes across the data sets.  

I used documents, interviews, and observations in order to make meaning of the participants’ 

experiences for my study.  These diverse data sets provided thick description of the issue 

surrounding teacher experiences with data driven decision-making within Edwards 

University’s charter school network. 

In order to gain an understanding of the experiences of Edwards University’s charter 

teachers, I used case study methodology and the heuristic inquiry steps.  Case study 

methodology takes various forms of evidence and combines them to grow an understanding 

through deep experiences (Stake, 2010; Yin, 2014).  Although five participants were used 

between two different settings, this remained a single case study with five embedded cases.  I 

used methodologies from Miles and Huberman (1994) to code the qualitative data gathered 

in my research.  In this methodology, the researcher begins by developing descriptive codes 

and applying them to the data.  Next, the researcher should note reflections on the data and 

look for patterns themes and relationships between the descriptive codes.  Then the 

descriptive codes are blended together into interpretive codes.  Finally, the interpretive codes 

form interpretations and themes for the researcher based on the data (Grbich, 2007).  I used 

within-case analysis to provide individual descriptions or narratives of each case and the 

themes found in each (Creswell, 2007; Yin, 2014).  Afterwards, I did a cross-case analysis to 

find the common themes across each of the five cases representing the entire case as a whole 

and to make sure I properly addressed my research questions.  
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It is important to describe how heuristics was used a basis of inquiry for this study.  

According to Moustakas, I create the story that depicts deep meanings and essences of 

unique human experiences for my study (1990).  This required me using the six phases of 

heuristic research.  The first phase is Initial Engagement, which is when I began to discover 

my concerns and passions.  During this phase Moustakas explains that the researcher engages 

in a self-dialogue and inner search that eventually leads to a lingering question.  I am very 

passionate about the components of charter schools since I work in one and my children 

attend one. I began to question the experiences of charter teachers as related to data driven 

decision-making.   

The next phase is Immersion.  In this phase I became fully connected to the topic.  

Moustakas (1990) explains that the researcher begins to understand the topic and “live it”.  I 

did a literature review on the topics such as the history of public school in the United States, 

school reform in the United States, the history of charter schools, and data driven decision-

making in schools in an effort to frame my study.  I also began to get involved with the topic 

on a more personal level as I began to collect data from the participants and form 

relationships with them.  I began to discuss my research with those around me and the 

possibility of the findings related to it. 

Later, I moved into Incubation.  I had to detach myself from my research for the 

purpose of finding clarity.  During this phase, I put my research down and retreated to a life 

absent from data collection.  I spent some time organizing or sorting the data, but I did not 

make any meanings of it.  Occasionally thoughts related to my research would come to my 

head and I would record them for later use.  I took this time to focus on how I would move 

into the next phase to make meanings of the data sources as a whole.   
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Next, I moved to Illumination.  I searched for codes or categories and labels used 

throughout the study to retrieve key words and phrases found in the data during data analysis 

process (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 66).  I reviewed my research questions, combined and 

reviewed all field notes, interview transcripts and any additional artifacts and then began the 

process of open-coding (Merriam, 1998).  Specifically, I made a matrix of categories based 

on descriptive codes.  I tabulated the frequency of those descriptive codes.  Next, I examined 

the relationships between descriptive codes in conjunction with their frequency and 

interpretations.  Finally, I organized them into more comprehensive interpretive codes, which 

eventually lead to overall themes (Grbich, 2007).  I was receptive to the findings and began 

forming themes.  I used themes from individual cases to ensure those themes and 

understandings for the single case (Merriam, 1998).   

After themes were formed, I moved to Explication.  I began to form an explanation of 

themes and new understandings.  I was forced reflect on my own awareness, feelings, 

thoughts, beliefs, and judgments (Moustakas, 1990).  I was unaware of my biases prior to this 

study, but I had to recognize and question them during this phase.  I am not proud of the 

biases I held towards teachers in area charter schools.  I am grateful to the participants in this 

study as they assisted in my personal growth and highlighted my prejudices.   

Finally, I ended with Creative Synthesis.  In this final phase, I integrated the data, 

qualities and themes and created the stories of my participants embedded in this case study.  

Moustakas (1990) explains that Creative Synthesis usually takes place in the form of a 

narrative and includes verbatim materials and examples.  I created a narrative for each of the 

participants based on their words, actions and my interactions with them.   
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In summary, I used case study methodology, narrative and heuristic inquiry to gather 

and analyze data for this study.  I was able to use interviews, official documents and journal 

entries and observations to give me an expression of the data driven decision-making 

experiences of teachers in area charter schools under the sponsorship of Edwards University.    

 

Limitations including Validity, Reliability  

and Ethical Considerations 

 

Rossman and Rallis (2003) remind me that no study is perfect; findings are tentative 

and conditional; and knowledge is elusive and approximate.  Even though this may be true, I 

utilized various approaches to establish trustworthiness and credibility.  The use of 

crystallization, peer debriefing, and member checks assisted in creating credible findings as 

suggested by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Crystallization produces knowledge about a 

phenomenon by way of a deep interpretation (Richardson, 2000).  Crystallization takes a 

postmodernism approach that no “real-truth” exists, but only multiple and partial truths that 

researcher and others co-construct (Ellingson, 2009).  I used peer-debriefing to provide an 

external check of my process and keep my work honest (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam 

1988). Finally, I used member checks with each of the participants to establish credibility.  

The participants were asked to look over the raw data and the initial draft for clarification 

purposes (Stake, 2010).  For this study, I identified three possible threats to the 

trustworthiness and credibility of the study: interpretation of the data as a novice researcher, 

influence over the participants, and my own experiences with data driven decision-making 

background in the charter school setting.   

Documents, recorded interviews, and observations were used to gather data.  The 

documents that were used are those from NWEA that each teacher has access to at any time 
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during the year via Internet as well as personal journals from the participants over a writing 

prompt.  Interviews were semi-structured, allowing for participants to elaborate when needed.  

The interviewing process involved the use of a digital mp3 recorder so all of the words from 

the interviewer and participant were captured.  It is important to understand that some 

participants may possibly hold back details of their experiences because recordings provide 

storage of every word that comes from one’s mouth (Patton, 2002).  He also explains that 

interviews can be possibly distorted due to bias or anxiety.  I explained the use of the 

recorded interviews in an effort to reassure individuals of the intentions and my ethical 

obligations as a researcher.  I transcribed the interviews and used member checking in an 

effort to strengthen trustworthiness.  The digital recordings and transcriptions are kept 

in a secure fire-proof safe as outlined by the University of Missouri-Kansas City’s 

International Review Board.  All interviews took place at the school of each participant in 

hopes of providing a safe space to open up.  All times were prescheduled and recorded.  I 

took field notes as I observed the instances of data driven decision-making.  I sat with each 

participant to review the observation for clarity and explanations.  I used Miles and 

Huberman’s open coding process and Moustakas’ heuristic approach to analyze data.  I was 

systematic and followed the steps of heuristic inquiry.  I also attempted to allow the data to 

make meaning for me instead of my biases although they may have been included in my 

interpretations.   

Another potential threat to my research was my influence over the participants.  I 

have been a charter school instructional leader for a number of years.  I may have attended 

meetings or trainings with some of the participants in the past.  I have conducted trainings on 

standards and instructional practices at some schools in Edwards University’s charter school 
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network.  I even work within the district of one of the schools used in this research.  I was 

aware that a few of the participants may have been fearful of appearing incompetent or felt 

the need to impress me and do extra research prior to the interview process.  I explained this 

potential threat to my participants in an effort to encourage honest answers to all questions 

during the interview process.  I wanted the research to be credible and explain what was 

really happening at the school sites instead of a rehearsed or researched overview.   

Finally, my personal background in a charter school and my own use of data driven 

decision-making could have affected the outcomes of my study.  One of my biases in this 

study revolves around the lack of support given to charter teachers.  I wrote in a journal about 

these feelings prior to the data collection and also during so I had a place to express my 

thoughts.  I also wanted to have a clear mind and gather true awareness of my issues 

regarding support in the charter school network.  I feel like many of these teachers have great 

intentions, but not given the professional development opportunities like teachers in larger 

school districts.  The lack of these opportunities hinders them from proficiency in areas of 

schooling such as data driven decision-making.  As an early charter school teacher, I was part 

of a network of charter schools that received hours of training on topics such as data based 

decision making during the first few years at national conferences. Many charter teachers 

rarely have the opportunity attend professional development workshops outside their building 

or with other experts in the field of education.  My biases are also rooted in my own personal 

experiences with my daughter during her second grade year. 
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Validity and Reliability 

In quantitative research one attempts to fragment and delimit phenomena into 

measureable or common categories that can be applied to all of the subjects or wider and 

similar situations (Winter, 2000).  Qualitative researchers use a different approach.  The 

qualitative researcher uses a naturalistic approach that seeks to understand the phenomenon 

instead of measuring for the uses of generalizability (Patton, 2002, p. 39). 

Reliability and validity are not viewed similarly in quantitative and qualitative 

research. Lincoln and Guba (1985) posed four questions for conventional researchers:  

1. How can one establish confidence in the truth of the findings for the 

participants and the study’s context?  

2. To what extent can the study’s finding be applied in other contexts or with 

other participants?  

3. Can the findings be repeated if the study was replicated with same or 

similar participants in the same or similar context? 

4. To what degree are the findings of the study determined by the 

participants and its conditions instead of the biases, motivations, interests, 

or perspectives of the researcher? (p. 290) 

 

 

The first question refers to the measurement of internal validity, the second with 

external validity, the third relates to reliability and the last question deals with objectivity.  In 

quantitative research internal validity occurs when a researcher controls all extraneous 

variables and the only variable influencing the results of a study is the one being manipulated 

by the researcher.  External validity refers to the extent to which the results of a study can be 

generalized or extended to others.  Reliability measures whether the result is replicable and 

validity determines whether the measurement tools are accurate in what they intend to 

measure.  These keys terms are very important to the outcomes of quantitative research, but 

have very different meanings with qualitative researchers.   
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According to Maxwell (2005), validity is “the correctness or credibility of a 

description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account (p. 106).  The use 

of crystallization helped provide thorough explanations and interpretations.  Crystallization 

combined multiple forms of genres to give a rich account of the phenomenon (Ellingson, 

2009). I was careful to give thorough descriptions and explanations within in my study.  I 

also explained my processes step by step as I analyzed the data.  Crystallization required me 

to use reflexivity to remain self-aware during the research and analysis process (MacBeth, 

2001).  I was mindful of my role as the researcher during this study.  I was not only a novice 

researcher, but I did have a bias perspective of the roles of charter teachers.  It was important 

for me to control my biases while analyzing the data.  I reflected the words and thoughts of 

the participants in the study throughout the research process in an effort to peel away the 

layers of bias as they appeared.  I also had a fellow colleague read my work throughout to 

assist with bias and confirmability.   

 Since qualitative researchers seek illumination and understanding, validity and 

reliability do not correspond with the same descriptions in quantitative research.  In 

qualitative research, internal validity is substituted for credibility or trustworthiness criteria.  

Lincoln and Guba (1985) state that the findings in qualitative research should be approved by 

the multiple realities of the participants with the use of prolonged engagement, persistent 

observations, crystallization, multiple sources and methodologies.  Peer debriefing and 

member checking were used as methods in this study to produce trustworthiness.  External 

validity in qualitative research is also known as transferability.  The use of a thick description 

allows someone else to decide if the conclusions are transferable to similar research samples 

and settings.   
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Dependability is substituted for reliability in qualitative research.  An inquiry audit 

can be used to demonstrate dependability.  The process of the inquiry is examined to 

determine its acceptability, which supports dependability.  The product, which includes the 

data, findings, interpretations, and recommendations are examined. The auditor confirms that 

the product is supported by data and “is internally coherent so that the ‘bottom line’ may be 

accepted” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 318).  Since there can be no validity without reliability 

(and thus no credibility without dependability), a demonstration of the former is sufficient to 

establish the latter” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 316).   

Finally, qualitative research uses the term confirmability instead of the term 

objectivity found in quantitative study.  The process for accepting the “bottom line” (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985, p. 318) contributes to confirmability and can be used to simultaneously 

address dependability and confirmability and is viewed as the confirmability audit.   

 

Ethical Considerations 

According to the Belmont report (1979), there are three basic ethical principles 

relevant to the ethics of research involving human subjects: The principles of respect of 

persons, beneficence and justice.  Due to these principles, all participants understood the 

basis of volunteering for this study, gave informed consent, and fully comprehended the 

study.  An agreement with participants with answers to the following questions were given to 

the participants (adapted from Miles & Huberman, 1994): 

1. How much time and effort will be involved? 

2. What kind of data collection is involved? 

3. Will participants review and critique interim and final products? 

4. What benefits will accrue to participants-both informants and researchers? (p. 48) 
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As the researcher, it was also important to establish and maintain trust for this study.  

Although I knew three of the participants as coworkers, a sincere level of trust may or may 

not be established.  The participants were given choices for interview locations in an effort to 

promote a comfortable and neutral space for discussion.  Participants received a copy of the 

finished work.  Trust was critical to the outcomes of the research.   

The names of the participants were changed and the setting will not be identified in 

order to protect anonymity.  I completed an initial ethical training prior to start of the study.  

An initial proposal was presented to an approved committee and protocols were followed in 

order to obtain consent from the University of Missouri – Kansas City.  This study followed 

the requirements as detailed by the University of Missouri - Kansas City (UMKC) Social 

Science Institutional Review Board until its completion.   

This chapter discussed the methods used in this heuristic case study needed to answer 

the research questions specific to understanding charter teachers understanding about data 

driven decision-making.  After giving a rationale for qualitative research, I addressed the 

theoretical traditions of case study research, heuristic and narrative inquiry.  I gave an in-

depth explanation of the setting, participants and sampling, followed by a discussion of the 

data sources of documents, interviews and observations.  Then, the chapter described the data 

analysis process used in this study and closed with the limitations of this study and ethical 

considerations.  The next chapter explains the findings related to the research questions with 

the use of narratology. 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

 

Charter schools in the United States have become a recognized component of the 

American schooling in the last twenty years.  As these schools open across the United States, 

it is important for those working in charter schools to show academic progress when 

compared to the traditional school district. One way to assist with the academic progress of 

children is the teacher’s use of data driven decision-making in the classroom.  Data driven 

decision making is a skill that develops over time and augments the way teachers deliver 

instruction in the classroom.  Many independent charter schools operate without the support 

of data specialists forcing them to ignore the possibilities of data driven decision-making 

(Hayes & Robnolt, 2006; Marsh, Pane, & Hamilton 2006).  Teachers in charter schools 

sponsored by Edwards University have limited experience and training regarding the use of 

data, which hinders them from using data driven decision-making throughout the school year 

within their own classrooms.   

This study was a heuristic case study.  The unit of analysis for this study was the 

voices of five teachers who taught tested middle school subjects in area charter schools as 

related to data driven decision-making.  The purpose of this heuristic case study was to 

gather the experiences of teachers in charter schools surrounding data driven decision-

making in the classroom.  I used case study research since it allows investigators to retain the 

holistic and meaningful characteristics of real-life events life cycles such as small group 

behaviors and organizational structures (Yin, 2009, p. 4).  The findings represent a single-

case study with embedded units.  I wanted to describe the experiences of teachers in charter 
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schools and the characteristics of those who use data based decision-making in local charter 

schools under the sponsorship of Edwards University.  Furthermore, as a charter school 

classroom teacher, I took a heuristic approach in order to utilize my personal experiences 

help find meaning in the topic of study.    

I began with one primary research question and four sub-questions.  They were as 

follows:   

1. How do data inform the decisions teachers in charter schools make in the 

classroom? 

A. How do teachers define data driven decision-making? 

B. How do teachers describe its use in the classroom? 

C. What kinds of data do teachers include when making data driven decisions? 

D. What types of support are received from others about the process of data driven 

decision-making?  

These research questions guided my choices for data sources in an effort to find 

understandings around teachers’ perceptions of data driven decision-making in local charter 

schools.   

 

Setting and Participants 

The five participants for this study were selected based on maximum variation and 

criterion sampling.  I chose two schools with diverse levels of overall achievement levels on 

the same state assessment.  One of the schools consistently performs in the top quartile 

amongst all schools (traditional public and charter) in the area, while the other school 

consistently performs in the lower quartile.   
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One of the settings chosen was a school within my own charter school district.  My 

charter district has two schools, a kindergarten through eighth grade school and a high school.  

While choosing this site could be considered a conflict, I cited my biases and thoughts in a 

reflective journal throughout the entire process.  I no longer work in the elementary or middle 

school building and rarely see those teachers even though I worked with a couple of them for 

a few years prior to leaving full time teaching at the middle school level.    

It is important to note, I initially wanted to choose three schools for this study that 

represented high, average and low levels of achievement.  Out of the more than ten area 

charter schools under Edwards University’s sponsorship, only two administrators would 

allow me to do research in their buildings.  Even with the support of the Edwards 

University’s charter school director, they would not permit the research.  The negative press 

often associated with outsiders coming into charter schools for research or interviews and 

high teacher turnover during the spring of 2014 pushed principals away from my study. 

 I began research with the participants in early April and ended the process in late July.  

Once the administrators from these two charter schools signed site permission forms to allow 

me conduct research at their sites, I asked them to disseminate a survey in order to choose my 

participants.  This survey allowed me to find participants whose majority teaching experience 

was in area charter schools.  I was also able to choose teachers who had taught a tested 

subject in their school.  I chose to use middle school teachers because I myself have taught 

middle school English language arts.  I understand the patterns of students and classrooms in 

the middle school setting.   

 I made initial contact with teachers in the middle of April after they showed a 

willingness to participate in my study. Participants responded to an email that contained a 
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participant recruitment letter and a copy of my informed consent form.  During our initial 

contact meeting, we thoroughly discussed the contents of the informed consent paperwork 

and reviewed the rights of a participant.  Each participant signed the consent forms and I 

scheduled the first interviews. I also emailed the participants a list of journal questions after 

initial contact.  I included two questions for the journals and asked for the participants to 

send the responses to me by the end of May.   

This study began with an inquiry as to what teachers experience, as they make 

decisions about students, and was based on my own child’s experiences in the classroom.  As 

I continued and probed into this topic, it troubled me that schools with similar demographics 

in the same area with teachers who all seemed to have a grasp on data driven decision-

making produced such different results on the same state assessments.  While I may never 

understand all of the components to high levels of achievement as associated with data driven 

decision making, the participants in this study allowed me to question them in an effort to 

understand more about how teachers experience the term and process of data driven decision-

making in the charter school setting. 

I must admit as I began this research, the differences in the schools appeared to be 

very different.  As I spent time with each of the participants, I realized the vast amount of 

similarities.  I was pleased that all of the teachers seemed to approach this process seriously 

and professionally.  In the beginning, I was a little more intimidated with New Beginnings 

School as it was not familiar to me and I simply wanted to complete my research and leave.  

However, after I began to spend time with the participants, I became more comfortable.  It 

also felt as though the other staff members and students became more accepting and 

welcoming of my presence.  In Community Prep, I also felt like an outsider since I no longer 
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worked in that building and did not know many of the students anymore.  I felt tensions from 

the students as I pushed into their learning environment for observations.  

Over time the sterility of the relationships softened as we exchanged laughter and 

teaching stories prior to the interviewing sessions.  I explained the use of the digital recorder 

and the participants’ ability to check over the transcriptions of the interviews in an additional 

effort to ensure validity and establish trust.  I feel like I was seen as a researcher in the 

beginning of each of these relationships, but upon completion I became a colleague who 

happened to complete research.  I grew to know each of the informants as individuals who 

were spouses, parents, and volunteers instead of just participants in a research study.  In early 

August I attended a meeting hosted by our charter school sponsor, Edwards University and I 

intentionally looked for one of the participants who I thought might be in attendance.  As 

soon as we saw each other, we both smiled and reached out our arms for a hug.  We chatted 

and caught up on teacher talk since we had not spoken since May.  It was genuinely nice to 

see her.  I feel this way about all of the participants in my study.  It was a pleasure to work 

with all of them and I am grateful for their willing attitude and generosity of time.   

 

Data Sources 

In order to find the answers to my research questions, I used documents, interviews 

and observations.  The official document I used was disseminated in both sites to teachers in 

a professional development training.  The document was 12 pages total in length and was 

developed by the Northwestern Evaluation Association.  The other documents I used were 

journal entries from each of the participants.  These journals included their thoughts on two 

questions related to the research questions (see Appendix E).  Next, I used interviews that 
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were conducted with each of the five participants.  The interviews were semi-structured and 

reflective of the research questions also.  Each interview occurred in the classroom spaces or 

conference rooms of the participants after the initial contact.  Finally, I observed all five 

participants in their classroom environment with the intent of witnessing the process of 

making data driven decisions during the high stakes test preparation season.  I then 

interviewed each participant again to ensure my understanding of the observation and 

previous interview responses. All of the participants were considered part of a purposeful 

sample and fit the criteria for the study.  Each of these teachers taught a tested middle school 

grade subject and only the majority of their experiences were in local charter schools.  

This study took approximately six months to gather and analyze the data.  I first 

contacted the participants in April via email and set up times to meet with each of them.  

After the initial meeting, I set up times with each of them to do interviews and observations.  

I also sent them the journal questions after the initial meeting so they would have time to 

provide a thoughtful response over the next few weeks or months.  During the observation, I 

filled out my observation protocol and later transcribed the observation into a fluid text. I 

transcribed each interview electronically and gathered the documents and field notes from the 

observations into one binder.  I then began to analyze each piece for themes.  

 

Data Analysis 

The main method of data analysis used throughout this study involved six basic 

phases of heuristic inquiry: Initial Engagement, Immersion, Incubation, Illumination, 

Explication, and Creative Synthesis (Moustakas, 1990).  In the Illumination phase I used 

inductive analysis and a coding process as defined by Miles and Huberman (1994).  
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Descriptive codes were generated at the beginning of the analysis process for each set data.  

Interviews and observations were transcribed on to a computer and I used an enumerative 

coding process to develop interpretive codes and then filtered those into themes (Merriam 

1998; Miles and Huberman 1994).  I analyzed data by hand by examining the frequency of 

descriptive codes, combining then into interpretive codes and then allowing the themes to 

illuminate (Merriam, 1998; Moustakas, 1990).  Finally, I used a synthesis matrix to evaluate 

the data analysis as related to my research questions.  

The three data sources provided crystallization and a thick rich description for 

validity purposes.  Crystallization is the idea that observing or investigating various facets of 

an object of study can often best characterize the phenomenon under study (Ellingson, 2009; 

Richardson, 2000).  I also utilized member checking with the interviews and observations 

and they suggested no corrections, but one did provide some clarification (Stake, 2010). 

Another method that assisted in reliability was the alignment of my documents, interviews 

and observations to my research questions.  After analyzing the data, I again shared my 

findings with the participants.  The informants were pleased to see how their words and 

actions were transformed into actual research. Pseudonyms were used for each of the 

participants to protect their anonymity. 

As I gathered and analyzed data I began to recognize what a tedious and lengthy 

process this was.  I truly cared about getting this recorded correctly and with integrity.  I did 

not want to miss any key happenings or misrepresent the participants at any time.  

Participants did not appear as nervous during the observation, as the interviews.  Even though 

I told my participants the interviews were for research, they each showed concern for their 

words being misrepresented and used against them in the future.  A few of the teachers I 
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interviewed specifically asked if these interviews would be related to their formal evaluations 

or rehiring for the next school year.     

The next portion of this chapter will reveal the findings of each data source and 

discuss the themes found within them.  I will describe each data source and discuss the 

themes found in each.  I will then provide a narrative with specific details for each of the 

participants in hopes to give a rich description often found in qualitative research. 

 

Discussion of Themes from Data Sources 

The official document will be discussed first, followed by a narrative of each of the 

participants inclusive of themes and evidence. I chose to use narratives to present my 

findings in this heuristic case study.  Stories of each the participants were formed based on 

the research.  Narrative stories tell of individual experiences, but they are not tightly 

structured (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 2013, p. 71).  The structure of each 

narrative is not symmetrical as the themes dictated how each one was told (Reissman, 2008).  

 I wrote their stories based on the research and my own background knowledge 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Richardson, 2004). There are many types of patterns and 

suggestions on reporting narrative research (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Frye, 1957; 

Riesmann, 2008).  The narratives used in this study are second-order narratives in which the 

researcher constructed the narrative based only on the research (Elliot, 2005).  

An overview of each theme and its interpretive codes will be defined in the discussion 

of the official document.  I will then provide my findings with the use of narratives for each 

of the embedded sub-units in this heuristic case study.  Interpretive codes will only be 

defined if they are new.  A summary of the findings will follow this discussion. 
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Official Document 

I analyzed a 2011 copy of the Northwest Educational Association’s (NWEA) 

DesCartes introductory pages.  NWEA is a benchmark-testing program used in all of the 

charter schools sponsored by Edwards University.  This document is available in each 

building and on online.  It acts as a guide and provides an overview of the program.  The 

NWEA benchmark-system is a structured program specifically adopted to provide periodic 

data to educators and assist in using data to make decisions in the classroom. The document 

gives an overview of the contents included in the DesCartes’ framework and helps teachers 

“translate NWEA test scores into specific learning objectives to help target individual 

student’s needs” (NWEA, 2011).  This document contains tips for teachers, and an overview 

of the NWEA philosophy and history. 

Once the document was chosen, I read over it in its entirety once.  Next, I created a 

“start list” of codes (Miles & Huberman, 1994 p. 58).  I then went through each page, line-

by-line and assigned words and phrases to a code.  These descriptive codes were then 

reviewed and some were combined or changed.  I then merged the descriptive codes into 

interpretive codes.  These interpretive codes helped give me a comprehensive view of the 

document.  After going through sequential steps to code this document, I found three overall 

themes.  The three themes were: Understanding Data, Collaboration, and Constant 

Awareness.   

 Understanding data. The first theme, Understanding Data, used the interpretive 

codes data types and data decisions.  Understanding Data denotes gathering, interpreting and 

comprehending sources of data.  Data types refers to using different types of data that should 

be used when making decisions for this program.  Data types include scales scores, tests, and 
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strands that a teacher can use.  For instance students will take a computerized test called the 

“Measures of Academic Progress assessment” (NWEA, 2011, p. 1-2).  This test generates a 

RIT score or Rasch Unit, an interval scale used to measure academic growth over time.   

Data decisions was another interpretive code for the theme of Understanding Data.  

This interpretive code is defined as gathering and making decisions based on data types.  It is 

important to understand that access to these types of data is equally important.  The 

document is careful to encourage a coordinator to provide teachers with access to DesCartes 

by:  

distributing copies to authorized employees, loading DesCartes on the personal and or 

work computers of authorized employees, loading DesCartes onto a Local Area 

Network for access by authorized employees, and ensuring that all authorized 

employees have logins and passwords for NWEA Reports Site for online access. 

(NWEA, 2011)   

 

 

Once teachers have access, they have more opportunities to make decisions. 

 Collaboration.  The next theme I found was Collaboration.  Collaboration refers to 

working together with colleagues, parents, students and anyone else in the academic 

community to accomplish a task.  Collaboration was comprised of the interpretive codes of 

assistance and communication with participants.  Participants receive or give assistance to 

help with the success of others, themselves or the program.  Parents, teachers and students 

give or receive assistance throughout the process of using DesCartes.  The document states 

“the objective of DesCartes is to show teachers how to use NWEA resources so that all their 

students can grow academically” (NWEA, 2011, p. 2).  It also explains how to help parent 

understand the scores so they “can encourage activities to engage their child in additional 

learning” (p. 10).  There is a section in this document dedicated to sharing instructional 



120 

materials.  It asks for teachers to set up a central resource center in the school that has shared 

lesson plans, textbooks, and other resources to help meet the needs of students (p. 10).  

Assisting teachers, parents and students is essential to the theme of Collaboration. 

Communication among participants also leads to Collaboration.  The interpretive 

code of communication equates to stakeholders communicating with one another in order to 

facilitate success also.  This includes tasks such as parent feedback and professional 

development.  The DesCartes introduction encourages the reader to “talk with a colleague 

about goals” (NWEA, 2011, p. 10).  These goals can then be communicated to parents during 

conferences.  In order to enhance collaboration, these introductory pages suggest NWEA 

training sessions that can communicate the use of practical assessment data.  The document 

also encourages teachers to conference with parents and students.  “When parents understand 

how test scores translate into the skills and concepts their child is developing, they can 

encourage activities to engage their child in additional learning” (p. 2).  As far as students, 

“Students will better understand that learning happens on a continuum rather than in grade 

specific chunks” if the information is communicated to them properly with may help with 

achievement.  Assistance and communication help foster Collaboration when making data 

driven decision-making based on results from the NWEA assessment program. 

 Constant Awareness.  The final theme was Constant Awareness.  Constant 

Awareness is defined as the continuous process or plan educators use when making data 

driven decisions.  This theme used the interpretive codes of goals and planning and 

instruction on the continuum.  This was a crucial part to the overall implementation of the 

NWEA’s DesCartes’ system.  Goals and planning means setting goals or objectives for 

growth and then developing a plan to reach those goals.  The document emphasizes the need 
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for goal setting that ensures challenging students.  The goals should be created in the fall at 

the beginning of the year. The goals need to be revisited during the year and adjusted as 

necessary (NWEA, 2011, p. 11).   

Instruction on the continuum deals with classroom instruction, flexible grouping and 

the use of the continuum to enhance student achievement that is revisited and reviewed often.  

In the DesCartes system, a continuum is a series of scores along a range pertaining to 

learning.  As students fit along this continuum, teachers are clued into areas of strengths and 

weaknesses.  The skills and concepts below the students’ score may need to be reinforced for 

maintenance.  The skills and concepts above the student’s score may need to be introduced 

with a more rigid structure since the concepts may be new (NWEA, 2011, p. 4).  They also 

help teachers form flexible groups that students can move in and out of as they master strands.  

This continuum informs instruction as teachers make decisions in the classroom.  DesCartes 

“provides a map for individual students and groups of students based on students’ specific 

instructional levels and needs” (p. 6-7).   

Coding this document helped focus the purpose of using data generated from this 

program.  Teachers in schools that use this system not only have online access to and updated 

version of this document, but probably also have the 2011 copy of it in their classrooms or on 

a library shelf since it is used during initial training.  It appears that the writers of this 

document were purposeful with word choice and it was apparent when coding the document.  

After a careful coding process, I found that NWEA wants to make sure teachers who 

participate in their assessment program understand data, collaborate and are constantly aware 

in order to help all children make gains.   
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While the 2011 DesCartes introductory pages showed a sample of the vast amount of 

information available to the charter teachers under the sponsorship of Edwards University 

concerning data driven decision making, I really felt that it could not communicate the their 

personal experiences.  Clearly this document has the potential to help shape their ideas about 

data driven decision-making, but I wanted to hear directly from the participants.  I chose to 

incorporate journal entries in the study in an effort to allow participants to review and reflect 

upon their knowledge and experiences on data driven decision-making.   

 

Narratives of Participants 

 Claire.  Claire is a Black female who holds a bachelor’s degree in education.  She 

currently teaches middle school science at Community Prep and previously taught 

elementary school at another local charter school.  Claire has a nurturing demeanor that she 

maintains with the students in her classes.  As the former science coordinator, she has been a 

member of her school’s leadership team.  She uses humor while teaching and remains soft 

spoken in the classroom as well as in natural conversation.   

 Claire was born and raised in the Midwest.  She has chosen to stay in this part of the 

country to remain close to her family and friends.  Claire is married and has two school-aged 

children.  She too has had to challenge the use of data regarding their education.  Claire 

began her career in the traditional public school system and then moved to the charter school 

system after her third year.  She described her first charter school experience as less than 

desirable compared to her experiences at Community Prep.  She remembers the movements 

in education and considered data driven decision-making another passing phase in education.  
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Based on her interviews, she explains,  

These clichés or movements that everybody likes jumps on the bandwagon, like let’s 

do this and so it kinda felt like that.  It didn’t feel as productive and I don’t think there 

was a lot of buy in initially.  It could have been effective perhaps if everyone 

understood the purpose of it, but we just had more meetings, a bunch of papers and 

those papers just went into the filing cabinet.  I never looked at them again.   

 

 

Early in her career Claire did not really have any cares about data driven decision-

making.  She along with her colleagues waited for the next educational program or initiative 

to surface.  Claire explained when data driven decision-making began to gain some 

importance to her former staff.   

Honestly, until No Child Left Behind, I don’t think teachers took GLEs or data driven 

decision making as seriously.  A lot of teachers didn’t know what the standards were 

or where to even find them.  A lot of people would sit there and keep doing the same 

things they had done for years.  They thought the state test only mattered to the state.  

It didn’t matter until the federal government put teeth on it.  Your school is going to 

close if you don’t do better or you might lose your job if you don’t do better.  Then 

that’s kinda what woke everybody up and made them start looking at data.   

 

 

Claire had to take a look at her lessons and data seriously due to No Child Left 

Behind.  She had to start carefully looking at the objectives of her lessons in relation to the 

standards and make decisions.  The data told her the lessons she was teaching had nothing to 

do with what was actually on the state test for her students.  She began to pack up her cute 

little units as she describes and stuffed them into her garage or threw them away.   

Overtime, Claire continued to learn and grow in the area of data driven decision-

making and she also began to outgrow her former charter school.  She worked for a charter 

school with the same sponsor as Community Prep.  Annually, Edwards University, their  
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sponsor would release a report that showed the achievement data of Claire’s former school as 

compared to the rest of the charter school in the network.   

It made a big impact.  When people finally started showing up at the school and 

especially when they would say here are all the schools we sponsor and here is where 

you are in comparison to other schools.  It was like a kick in the head, literally.  Like 

okay this was serious.  Whereas before, okay we didn’t do good.  We didn’t do good 

last year, so it’s okay.  But to know that um bread and butter were basically on the 

line if you didn’t do something different or at least show that you were making some 

gains even if you didn’t make proficient or advanced.  You had to show that you were 

working toward growth.  I wanted to grow, but everyone else seemed to just settled in.  

The whole expectation was different.   

 

 

Soon Claire realized that she needed something different also.  Her children attended 

school at her former charter school, but it was not the type of education she wanted them to 

have based on the data.  Claire pulled her kids out and also took a break from education for a 

year.  The very next year she applied for a position as a middle school science teacher at 

Community Prep.  She researched the school and thought it would be a great place to work 

and perhaps a great school for her youngest child to attend.  In the summer of 2010, Claire 

was hired and became the new science teacher.  She explained that Community Prep and her 

old school were completely different and much more was required of her at Community Prep.   

Honestly the school as a whole, the expectation is different.  It isn’t a dog and pony 

show.  We used to know when that person was in the building, so our walls were 

great, our objectives were on the board, everybody was engaged and then whey they 

left, we kinda let our hair back down and when back to whatever we normally did.  

Here at Community Prep, the culture is different.  The expectations are higher, not 

just for students, but for teachers.  Um if you expect your kids to rise to the level they 

are supposed to be at then the teachers have to do it too.   

 

 

Claire realized her responsibilities and attitude towards data driven decision-making 

had to change.  She knew she had to gain a base knowledge in data and attempt to understand 

how data impacted her decisions in the classroom.  To begin with, Claire had to define what 
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data meant to her.  Over the last four years she has used her inquisitive nature to define data 

types and make data driven decisions in the classroom.  The theme of Understanding Data is 

illuminated in Claire’s story.  The interpretive codes of data decisions and data types are 

illuminated as she describes how she gained an understanding of data.  When defining 

making decisions with data Claire explained,  

Okay for me data driven decision making is when we look at students’ past progress 

whether it be standardized test, uh in classwork, um pretest, whichever, um and 

determining, making a determination from that where to go next.  So for example at 

the beginning of the year when we looked at um MAP test scores and how they did 

on certain strands in the past, hoping that will drive what you’re gonna do in the 

future or at least it is as far as the planning is concerned.  It could be lesson planning, 

it could be differentiated groups, um it could be for some referrals, it could be a lot of 

things. 

 

 

Claire uses a variety of data in order to make these important decisions for her classroom.  

She pulls from whatever she can get her hands on and is sure to include the necessary data 

for long and short term time periods.  Claire mentioned what she used to make decisions.  

She stated,  

Um for the big picture, I’ll use the data that we get on the MAP test, Terra Nova, um I 

haven’t done as much with the what was it called when we did it, the um, ACT 

explorer test, I didn’t do nearly as much with that.  If I am doing a yearlong or quarter 

long plan, then I look at that.  When I go smaller scale, for example, I will use quick 

online assessments.  I’m thinking just science and homeroom now, um we use a 

variety.  Sometimes its pencil/paper, sometimes its online, sometimes its seatwork at 

the beginning of class.  

 

 

Claire understands data and its use in the classroom.  She is thoughtful to plan, but 

still feels the need to use quick data checks in her daily lessons.  I visited her classroom for 

an observation.  Since she was not particular about when I came in, so I was unsure I would 

see any evidence of data driven decision-making, but I did.  
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Claire’s classroom was a bit different than a traditional classroom because she had 

science tables instead of student desks.  She was utilizing a SMARTboard, projector and 

document camera to model the instructions to her students.  Her classroom was filled with all 

types of science materials along two walls.  It felt like a science room.  Claire’s classroom 

was large in size, but the tables took up a lot of space.  I was unable to get to Claire’s class 

before it started, but I walked into her class five minutes after it started.   

Each table had three students sitting at it.  Claire placed a Styrofoam cafeteria-style 

tray in front of each set of students.  The tray had three sections on it with oatmeal in one 

section, bush beans in one and rice in the final space.  She handed out a pair of chopsticks, a 

plastic spoon, and a clothespin to each group.  Then she gave them all oral directions and told 

them then they could only use one hand, they could stand or sit and they needed to move as 

much of the assigned substance to an empty space on the tray in thirty seconds.   

The first child in each group was given a spoon to pick up rice, the next child in each 

group was given a clothespin to pick up the beans, and the last child in each group used the 

chopsticks to pick up the oatmeal.  A few kids were disqualified for cheating, but they all had 

a fun doing this activity.  After they finished, Claire had them clean up and then began 

teaching to her whole class.  She told them they were going to talk about what they just did, 

which was adaptations.  I was later able to ask Claire about this activity and she explained 

that she gave a pretest on Monday and realized her students did not know much about 

adaptations.  She used the data from her pretest to restructure her lesson plans.  She made the 

decision to do a hands-on activity in order to teach her students about adaptations.   

This was an example of Constant Awareness.  The interpretive codes of teacher 

awareness and student awareness were used to develop the theme of Constant Awareness.  
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Teacher awareness refers to teachers who collect data all of the time in an attempt to always 

know where their students are performing.  These teachers constantly collect work in class, 

on exams and through homework.  Student awareness refers to students being aware of the 

data and its meaning for them in the classroom. In a follow-up interview I asked Claire about 

these split decisions for her lessons based on snapshots of classroom data.  She explained 

another time when she made a data driven decision based on a class warm-up assignment on 

photosynthesis.   

One day we were starting photosynthesis, which I just assumed that all 8th graders 

would know, and so I had my little questionnaire at the beginning of class and said, 

you have 3 minutes to work on this.  And I looked and everyone was just sitting there 

with their pencils in their hands and nobody was writing and I’m thinking…raise your 

hand if you’re looking at this like this is a foreign language to you and over half the 

class raised their hands.  And so that gave me an indication just that little bit of data 

right there that I have to start from square one.  There’s no gap here, it’s just not there.   

 

 

Claire considers herself a reflective teacher and instances such as the one explained above 

with photosynthesis cause her to self-reflect about her teaching practices and delivery. Claire 

goes on to internalized making decisions with the use of data and explains,  

For me, it help me to know that if there’s something, if I see there’s a particular area 

where everyone was low, I know what most likely I didn’t hit hard as I should have.  

So as far as for me, it’s kinda like a critique in a way.  So when I look at the data and 

I see a roller coaster effect, perhaps it’s the kids, but if everybody is at the bottom of 

the hill, it was me.   

 

 

Claire does not like when her kids are all performing at the bottom.  Over the last four 

years she has learned what to do in her classroom and with her students to increase student 

performance.  As Claire began to increase in knowledge about data driven decision-making 

personally, she also began to collaborate with others.  The theme of Collaboration was 

discovered through Claire’s experiences.  The interpretive codes of assistance and 
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communication were used to construct the theme of Collaboration.  Claire found or asked for 

assistance and communicated with others to increase her base on data driven decision-

making.  She picked up a lot of knowledge on the topic of data driven decision making from 

self-study as she explained during an interview. 

Oh Lord, I, I’ve spent a lot of time, maybe not on paper with a degree, but seeing 

what the trends are, just people in my field who I respect and just watch and see what 

is it that they are seeing and saying.  So I research people or teachers who I see as 

expert teachers and take that information from them for myself.  Some of it I get from 

school, but just any resource out there.   

 

 

Her inquisitive nature may be directly related to the fact that she is a science teacher 

and those in the sciences are constantly questioning and making hypotheses about the world.  

Claire takes the need to know more about data driven decision making personally.  She is 

unashamed to ask for assistance.  It is though she regrets spending so many years not 

knowing, that she is quick to get the help she needs now.  Besides self-study, Claire works 

with others in her building to collaborate on issues of data driven decision-making.  At 

Community Prep, she thinks collaboration is meaningful and expected.  She explains,  

There is a goal or a product.  Something you’re trying to get to at the end together.  

Um here, I can say our data specialist absolutely blew my mind with how he can find 

patterns and things that I’ve never looked at when it came to data.  So here it was 

more dissecting than I have ever done and then really having a clearer picture of 

where I’m going. 

  

 

 Claire asks and receives the help she needs from the data specialist at her school and 

further communicates it to the students in her classroom.  She values her students as 

individuals who can think and even make decisions for themselves.  She wants her students  

  



129 

to know about their own data scores in order to get their attention, communicate the 

importance of the test and foster conversation during lessons.  She states,  

With 38 (kids) it’s kinda hard, but I made them aware.  I mean I think a lot of times at 

the schools I’ve been at before, kids didn’t know what they earned on the state test, 

what proficient mean, what advanced was, uh really grasping what being in below 

basic meant.  I mean and so with this, as much as I didn’t want them to um, you know 

feel as though I’m not got at or as good as, I had to do something to get their attention 

and let them… get buy in for them.  Cause they, when they see the data, the big 

picture, like a circle graph or whichever the percentage of your class is advanced or 

whichever not necessarily with names, but just to see which and also to see which 

areas as a whole.  I think a lot of them, that everybody seemed to be low in, they felt a 

little more comfortable, like it’s not just me.  And so even if it’s a certain skill where 

they saw everyone else was low, they were like, well I’m not afraid to ask a question 

now. 

 

 

She has a sincere care and concern for the 38 girls in her homeroom and the other 130 

students she teaches.  As much as she enjoys having them in class, she also feels it is 

important to communicate the truth of the data to them so they can create their own 

understandings.   

We are not just doing this for the test.  Some of it is cause that just the way it is. It's 

the real world and they can take this hopefully and see how does this relate to the 

world around me.  I tell them all the time, this classroom is just four walls.  The real 

classroom is out there.   

 

 

Claire has evolved as an educator.  She has become a self-educated teacher in the realm of 

data driven decision-making.  She made difficult decisions that were in the best interest of 

her children and core values to leave her job and the profession in order to become aware of 

what she was supposed to do with the rest of her professional career.  Claire has carried this 

awareness into her workplace and the classroom when it comes to data driven decision-

making.  As the primary middle school science teacher and a homeroom teacher of 38 girls 
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she wants to make sure she is constantly aware of trends in data driven decision-making as 

well as the actual data itself.  It helps her stay focused and intentional. 

When I look often, it’s not nearly as fuzzy.  It helps me know this is important, this is 

important, this is not so important.  I look at the data and see specific skills where the 

students are low and then I know to hit it hard.  I like to always be aware because it 

helps me determine my groups that I would work with.  Um, it also helps me to see 

gaps or just fill in something they missed along the way or mislearned.   

 

 

Her teacher awareness shines and is clear through the observations and spoken words 

gathered from interviews.  She gives further examples of how she has not only collaborated 

by communicating with students, but is also in the process of making them constantly aware 

by sharing data and results.   

We make a bulletin board every year – at the beginning to show congratulations for 

proficient and advanced.  So you knew if you were not up there, you are basic or 

below.  But for me, just know that they were aware and that I am aware, I think that is 

half the battle.  You can’t do better if you don’t know.   

 

 

Claire is confident in her new construction of knowledge on data driven decision-

making.  She has developed valuable opinions and appears to be a leader amongst her 

colleagues on the middle school team at Community Prep.  Claire sums up her evolution with 

her response to one of the journal prompts.   

I feel that I have improved in regards to my ability to utilize data to make informed 

decisions in the classroom.  When I first started teaching, referencing data was used 

somewhat, but only a few teachers truly understood the power that could be found in 

data.  Most of us relied completely on the textbook and instead of using data; we just 

went on to the next page or unit in order to get through the book.   

 

 

George.  George is the only male chosen to participate in this study.  He is one of the 

youngest participants in the study, but appears to be the oldest in his mannerisms.  This 

young Black male holds a bachelor’s degree in middle school mathematics and recently 
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finished his master’s degree in curriculum and instruction.  George began his teaching career 

at another charter school in the area, but has taught at Community Prep for the last four years.  

This young man wears a collared shirt and tie to school each day.  He is quick to speak and 

often uses phrases such as “yes ma’am” or “no sir” when speaking to others, including his 

students.  He shares his life experiences with his students with the hopes of teaching them 

more than mathematics. 

George is what one calls a PK or preacher’s kid.  As a matter of fact, he comes from a 

long line of preachers.  His great-grandfather and grandfather were also preachers and 

therefore George spent an extraordinary amount of time in church as a child.  George was 

raised in the Midwest and even attended college in the area. He was an only child and never 

strayed too far from home as he cherished the relationships with his parents and church home.  

Providentially, George has followed in his father’s footsteps and is also a preacher.  Although 

his primary job is teaching, George preaches occasionally at his local church on Wednesday 

evenings or Sunday services.  The reverence bestowed towards his creator and his part-time 

career is shown in his dedication to his full time career.   

George came to Community Prep from another charter school in the area.  This other 

charter school was not sponsored by Edwards University.  George worked at the other school 

for only one year, but he did not experience much success there.  Although he was eager to 

learn, the proper supports were not in place to allow for him to thrive as a new teacher.  Due 

to his familial background, George has an affection for explaining the unknown to others.  

He wants to gain a deeper understanding and also impart knowledge to those around him as 

he would do in a pulpit.  His sober attitude leads him to search for meanings when he is 

confused instead of panicking or quickly giving up.   
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I was intrigued as soon as I walked into his room for an observation.  Understanding 

Data was a theme found in the observation and interviews with George.  The interpretive 

codes for Understanding Data were data types and data decisions.  He was gathering data at 

the onset of class and allowing it to help make the decisions for the lesson on this particular 

day.  This process was so systematic.  The students operated without any verbal direction as 

they entered the room.   

George’s middle school mathematics class was located on the main floor of 

Community Prep directly across from the office.  He had a rather large space and his desk 

was clean and neatly positioned towards the front of the classroom.  George’s student desks 

were in rows facing the SMARTboard on the west wall.  His walls were full of positive 

sayings from the students encouraging each other for the upcoming state assessment.  He had 

student work on the bulletin and a vocabulary wall with math terms on it also.   

The students walked in and sat down quietly and each opened up his or her eleven 

inch MacBook Air.  They each opened an email and then they all began to type.  As I looked 

over a child’s shoulder near me a few minutes later, I noticed the student was on a computer 

program doing a ten question diagnostic assignment.  George must have sent an email to all 

of his students in the class before they arrived.  This email instructed them to go to a 

particular website and complete ten math problems.  As the students finished, George was 

getting real time data on his students’ understanding of the problems on his own laptop at the 

front of the room.   

After the students had about seven minutes to work on the assignment, he told them 

to close their computers and began to teach a lesson to the entire group.  He wrote two terms 

on the board, theoretical probability and experimental probability.  He then asked the kids 
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what the words meant to them.  After a few kids attempted to define them, George told them 

the data from the “Do Now” (warm-up assignment) indicated that the students did not know 

a lot about this topic.  George told them he would explain the concept to them in a more in-

depth way.   

He asked for two volunteers and asked a child in the class if he could borrow a coin.  

George took the next ten minutes and had the one child flip the coin under the document 

camera so everyone could see while the rest of the children charted the answers.  He then 

used the other child and did the same thing.  They talked about what the theoretical 

probability was versus the experimental probability. George made the decision to take time to 

show his students what this looked like instead of just reviewing it based on the scores from 

his initial activity.  It was clear to me that George used data to make decision and inform 

instruction in the classroom. He used an object lesson to communicate the theories needed 

for the upcoming assignment. 

At Community Prep George has flourished and moved beyond the beginning teacher 

phase.  His knowledge and understanding of data and data driven decision-making continues 

to develop.  George explained data driven decision-making in the following manner, 

I define data decision making as being able to take information from how a student has 

done in the past to see what their weaknesses and strengths are and use that information 

to help use and guide the things you teach, not just teach that, but to help you to see 

what more emphasis and what maybe it just might be a review period for them. 

 

 

He has matured and figured out what types of data to use when making data driven 

decisions.  He chose several different measures in order to get an overall picture of his 

students prior to making decisions.  Although he was content was mathematics, he 
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understood that data told a story for each of the children in his care.  George was more 

specific in his response as he explained during an interview,  

Ok, so I look at uh types of questions that they may have had problems with. 

Standardized test scores and also sometimes in class we take assessments whether it 

be formal assessments or just exit tickets.  Now we’re using Socrative and other 

things just getting those responses right back to me so I know exactly what’s goin on 

with people – so uh it’s standardized and also formal and informal assessments.  Also, 

I think I look at I think most of the time we look at quantitative, but sometimes I look 

at qualitative data too as far as the quality of what the child understands and the 

quality of their work. 

 

 

George wants to see the whole child with the use of data.  His experiences in the 

church may have led him to know that every child has more than one side.  His pastoral 

knowledge has a direct effect on his instructional practices.  He also understands there is 

more than one method to teach content. Data also impact the curriculum delivery in George’s 

classroom.   

Data has influenced me to do inter uh, interdisciplinary teaching.  So much, so much, 

I use so much English techniques in math because that’s I think it’s a better way to 

help them explain what is going on.  Cause a lot of people, you know, what two plus 

two is four.  Well they know that, by why.  And then when I get to the why part, 

that’s when we always run into a struggle.  So I think them having to explain things a 

lot more makes them understand things a lot more – the data is one of the things that 

has helped aid my teaching because I’ve looked at that and said it’s not just enough 

for them to know especially when you get to those constructed response pieces.  They 

have to be able to understand why it is what it is.  So I have made my questioning 

more deliberate and of a higher level.   

 

 

George grasps the basic concepts of data driven decision-making and prides himself 

in the use of it within his class.  He credits his understanding to self-determination, but 

moreover from the help of those around him.  This help leads to the theme of Collaboration.  

Collaboration used the interpretive codes of assistance and communication.  George firmly 
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believes if one has a question he should seek to find an answer on his own first.  This type of 

self-study allows him to own the decisions he makes in his classroom.   

You still have to know it for yourself cause we’re not always gonna be here, (at 

Community Prep) I took the information from different people and seasoned teachers 

that would tell me, but also I would go back to the state’s site and look what this 

means.  And then when we get the sheets for the scores, I actually read like every 

section and what do these scores mean.   

 

 

George knows it is important not to linger if he is unsure and ask the people placed 

around him for assistance if needed.  It is more important for him to accomplish the task than 

for his pride to prevent him from completion.  “Ask what you don’t understand, ask again 

when you still don’t understand!” George exclaimed.   

He receives help on a consistent basis from the data specialist at Community Prep and 

others colleagues.  He revealed in a journal, 

A lot of what I have learned comes from discussions I have with colleagues and from 

a school that makes its teachers understand standardized test scores abut the students 

they teach. 

 

 

This collaboration is seen in the form of assistance.  His openness to accept help has 

lead to George’s growth as a teacher and in the area of data driven decision-making 

specifically. 

You know I was able to read data, but now I know what I am looking for wand what 

to read.  So you know being able to talk to our school’s data specialist and some other 

people we can actually get the drill down and know what it means.  I could read data, 

but I really didn’t know what to read or what I shoulda been lookin for or whether I 

am supposed to be looking for it.  So even after the first year I was here, I kinda knew, 

but last year when my group was in 8th grade, I knew exactly what we should be 

doing.  I knew exactly what our weaknesses were in English and I knew why and how 

to try to raise those scores, which most of us did.  So I know how and what to focus 

on now just be being able to talk to others and know what they are looking for and 

explain what to focus on.   

  



136 

George felt that the training on data at Community Prep made all of the differences 

for growth as a teacher concerning data use.  The training sounded intense, but George 

welcomed the challenge.  

The training here is rough.  You are forced to decipher through the data yourself. No 

one does it for you.  The trainings here are making you take ownership.  We get to 

talk with each other and we take collective ownership.  Uh its like we have to know 

about all our students.  We all have the data.  We all use that information.  We don’t 

get to say I don’t know, I’ll let them deal with it, they’ll figure it out.  No it’s 

collective.  Everyone has to figure it out.   

 

 

George believes in the power of sharing.  Selfishness is not a part of his being.  He 

communicates with the data specialist at Community Prep, but also with the students in his 

classroom. This back and forth exchange solidifies relationships between teacher and student 

and strengthens the academic atmosphere at Community Prep. George communicates and 

shares his understanding of data with his students in hopes of making them more informed 

individuals. He explained the specifics of this in an interview, 

I ask questions.  They had a statistic project where they looked at state test scores you 

know the percentages.  I had them broke down for the state and different groups of 

people so then they were able to see, where do I fit into this and how can, why is it 

that African Americans are not doing the same as this group of whatever?  So they, 

they really got involved and really had questions and they wrote some essays about it 

and everything.    

 

 

His desire is to make a population of students who are normally unaware of the data 

and decisions made around them more aware.  He wants to give them tools in middle school 

to help influence a productive group of individuals in the future.  George is a person who 

lives to inspire people move forward spiritually, emotionally and even educationally.  The 

way he moves the students in his class forward educationally is through the constant sharing 

and awareness of data in the classroom.  Constant Awareness is the final theme found in 
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George’s story.  Constant Awareness uses the interpretive codes awareness power and 

teacher awareness.  Awareness power refers to the ability of students to create change in 

their lives because they are mindful of their own data.  He spoke of the importance of 

children being aware of data each of his math classes.  He feels that kids cannot do better if 

they do not know their deficiencies or areas of weakness.  George believes it is important for 

students to learn what to do with data now before they go out into the professional world. 

I make them aware of their scores because they need to be aware and you need some 

ownership in this too.  Whatever I do, I still can’t take the test for you, so try to make 

them aware.  I put them in groups.  I let them know some things to look for.  We 

don’t know everything, but we know the strands and things.  Some kids have been at 

other schools, so they aren’t really aware of that they can do or what to prepare for, 

but if kids know and take it to heart, they begin to believe they can do it.  So now we 

just wait and see.   

 

 

George understands the power associated with student awareness and data driven 

decision-making.  He boasts about the story of how he constantly shared data one of his 

students during the prior school year.  The constant sharing prompted the student to spend his 

free time differently in class by working on his weaker areas instead of talking with friends 

or daydreaming.  The student asked more questions when he needed clarification because he 

knew he was only two points away from mastery on the state exams the year before and 

George kept him abreast of his progress during the year.  George believes this student 

worked harder because he was informed.  This student successfully showed mastery on his 

state exams at the end of his year with George.   

George uses all types of data in his classroom for his own planning purposes.  

Collecting data constantly helps him figure out how to approach questions in mathematics so 
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students can understand them when presented in different ways.  This also allows him to 

determine if he needs to spend more time on strands or move on to the next new concept.   

During an observation in George’s classroom, I noticed Constant Awareness in action. 

Students in George’s classroom were starting work on a probability project.  He sent them 

directions via email and reviewed those directions with the students.  They were initially 

instructed to do their assignment on construction paper.  After seeing that students were 

having more trouble with writing out the information than coming up with the information, 

George allowed the students to create an electronic slideshow instead of using colored 

pencils and construction paper.  He quickly made up new guidelines for the students who 

chose to use computers.  George later explained that it was more important for the children to 

be successful and get the content correct than to worry about handwriting and illustrations.  

He became aware that the original plan for this assignment may not have been the best for his 

students to show their understanding and so he changed it.   

George has indeed grown as a teacher during his time at Community Prep.  Even 

though he may eventually leave the classroom for a full time position at a church, his 

ministry lies at Community Prep.  He will continue to share the power of data with his 

students in hopes of changing their lives in a positive manner.  For now his George 

synthesizes his experiences with data through the use of journaling in the following way, 

I feel that my abilities to use data to inform decisions in the classroom are of very 

high quality.  I have learned how to decipher through data in standardized tests as 

well as classroom assessments.  I now understand how to interpret this data put it into 

use.  I am able to use data to find out a particular student’s weakness, or even a whole 

class based on data.  The great thing about my new found understanding of how to 

use data is that I am imparting it on the kids.  I am now able to make them aware of 

what they need to work on for themselves. 
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Nadia.  Nadia is a woman of mixed race.  Her mother is Korean and her father is Irish.  

The field of education was a secondary career for Nadia. She previously worked in the 

business world, but decided she really wanted to be a teacher.  At the time of the study she 

was in her second year of teaching.  She teaches middle school English language arts at 

Community Prep and holds a bachelor’s degree from Edwards University.  She is very 

cautious with her words and chooses them carefully when she teaches and during the 

interview process with me.  Nadia has a very serious demeanor and intentionally admits to it 

in an effort to project professionalism with her students due to the appearance of her age.   

Nadia was born and raised in the Midwest.  She lived in an urban area and attended a 

high school that received magnet funding in the 1990s.  Although her parents valued 

education, they valued her safety more.  Nadia was forced to move in with a family member 

and attend school in the suburbs her junior year in high school due to the violence in her 

magnet school.  Nadia graduated high school in the suburbs and immediately joined the work 

force as a preschool teacher and then worked in the corporate arena.   

She realized she wanted to be a teacher and went back to school while she continued 

to work full time.  She attended Edwards University and majored in middle school education 

with an emphasis in English language arts.  Nadia was fortunate to be part of a research 

program at Edwards University that provided scholarships and prepared future teachers for a 

career in urban schools.  Students in this program had coursework geared towards teaching in 

the urban core.  All of her pre-service teaching experiences were in urban schools.  Nadia felt 

that she was completely prepared for her work at Community Prep based on her own learning 

experiences as a child and her coursework at Edwards University.   
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Nadia admits that she was not as prepared as she thought she would be.  All of her 

other experiences included situations in which the focus was discipline.  Working at 

Community Prep was a different situation.  She did not have to worry a lot about the 

discipline because the culture of her school encouraged positive discipline with all of its 

students.  Since Nadia did not have to focus on discipline, she would have to focus on 

teaching and learning.  She was not quite prepared for that.  She knew that Community Prep 

had some of the highest test scores in the state and she did not want to be the cause of falling 

scores during her first year.  Nadia knew she would be faced with new experiences of her 

own during her very first year of teaching.  One of those new experiences would be the use 

of data driven decision-making.  Nadia did not receive any of this training in college as 

expressed through her interviews.  

The only training I received is at this school.  Um, I think it was just a time when we 

were looking at Terra Nova and putting together the analysis and identifying the like 

strugglers.  Um, that was the first time I ever had to go through data that way.  I 

didn’t in college and I don’t really remember it begin a big topic.  It was always 

classroom management, I think it was the number one concern.  It was the number 

one concern for urban teachers in general. When you have the management in place 

like at my current school, then the focus should be, you know, instruction.   

 

Slowly, through her work at Community Prep, Nadia soon begin to grasp an 

understanding of data. The theme Understanding Data was illuminated with the use of the 

interpretive codes of data types and data decisions.  Nadia began to pay attention to other 

how others in her building used data in order to create her own data understanding.  She 

started to realize data was found everywhere.   

Um to me, data could be just as I’m mentally assessing as I’m teaching if I have to go 

back or if I have to slow down or if I’m able to pick up the pace, um it’s more than 

just numbers on paper per se. Um you know like pretests.  Gaining what students 

know ahead of time before you go into a unit is always been beneficial.  I don’t think 
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its necessarily has to be in the form of a pretest, it could be a writing prompt that says 

you know that get, just something that allows you to know where they stand.  Um, I 

guess more formal, I kinda talked about informal, I would consider that informal, but 

formal would be quizzes, um and I like periodic assessments I guess, the use of an 

exit slip. 

 

 

Nadia is a very organized and structured teacher.  When she began teaching, she 

wanted to make sure she was prepared for her students in advance and took an extraordinary 

amount of time to plan out each of her lessons based on the state standards.  At first she did 

not understand that her lessons should reflect the standards and equally importantly, they 

should incorporate decision-making based on student data.   

I started to connect some of the things kids were handing in as tools to help me with 

my decisions and how to structure my class.  I was not very familiar with it, but I had 

very little prior knowledge.  So I quit making detailed weekly lesson plans.  I mean I 

know what I am going to teach and I make a plan.  I have a frame, but I quit making 

all of those PowerPoints to tech with ahead of time until I knew what the data said. 

 

 

Nadia started using classroom assessments and standardized test to make decisions in 

the classroom.   

I look at the year-end results they can certainly help because um it gives you a larger 

picture to start with, so it kinda provides a frame and then I already know who my 

struggling readers are or what, you know what areas in general the students might 

struggle in.  I use classroom assessments to know who needs to be in a small group 

with me or who could move on or who could benefit from a partner because they 

kinda get it, but they don’t really need me or that kinda help. 

 

 

I was privileged to see the theme Understanding Data in Nadia’s classroom when 

I visited her classroom.  Her classroom was located on the main floor of the building and 

quite small considering the amount of students she had in her room.  Her desks were in rows 

and her room was outfitted with all of the latest technology including a SMARTboard, 

projector, document camera, DVD player and Apple TV.  Her classroom had a tidy 
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vocabulary wall with numerous words for the middle school students in her English language 

arts classes.  Nadia managed and situated her tiny space to fit the students as they filed into 

her classroom.  The theme of Understanding Data was seen through the various data types 

and data decisions Nadia made during the class period.   

As soon as the students entered the classroom they were seated quickly without any 

verbal prompting.  Each child who walked in had an eleven-inch MacBook Air in his or her 

hands.  They opened their laptops and got started with the vocabulary warm up that was on 

the board.  They used an independent reading book, The Outsiders, to complete this warm up 

assignment.  The words the students were defining and working with were also some of the 

same words that were on the vocabulary word wall located in the back of the room.   

As soon as the vocabulary assignment was completed students moved into group 

work.  Nadia told the students they had only twenty minutes to complete the group work 

assignment.  The students were to work in groups and create a poster that showed elements 

of characterization for different characters in the novel The Outsiders.  In order to complete 

this assignment, Nadia had the students turn in a rough draft of their poster prior to handing 

out the poster paper.  She used this rough draft as a type of data.  She was able to see what 

the students’ level of correctness.  Nadia collected this classwork data and decided to visit a 

few groups and discussed some of their mistakes with them.  She helped them brainstorm 

suggestions to correct their work.   

I later asked Nadia how the groups were formed and she said she used standardized 

test data, classwork data and even informal behavior data in order to put students into groups.  

She explained that she wanted the students to work with others who had different learning 

styles as well as intellectual abilities.  She explained that this was important to her because 



143 

then all students could have something to contribute to the assignment.  Nadia used different 

types of data and made decisions in her classroom based on that data.  

Nadia had a strong sense of Understanding Data.  She credits this to learning from 

and working with others.  Nadia graduated from a teaching program that focused on 

preparing teachers for work in the urban setting.  A component of this program was that all 

graduates were provided a mentor who followed them for three years of their teaching career.  

This mentor provided supports and visited her once a week.  The theme of Collboration was 

illuminated when Nadia spoke of her mentor.  The interpretive codes of assistance and 

communication helped solidify the theme of Collaboration.  

My mentor comes once a week and I can ask her anything.  She has been really 

beneficial in helping me develop a foundation.  She helped me with strategies and 

pointed me in the direction of professional development opportunities.  She had an 

emphasis on data since day one.   

 

 

Teaching for only two years and using data to constantly augment lessons appears to 

be slightly daunting for Nadia.  As a person who was used to dictating her daily activities in 

her former professional career, the impact data has in her classroom has caused changes that 

are unnatural to her structured personality.  Nadia admits she could use a little more 

assistance in the classroom when it comes to data.  Nadia explains in her journal entry,  

The most helpful support in assisting with data drive decision-making would be for 

someone to analyze the data and provide me with the areas that I need to focus on.  It 

would be helpful for someone to look at all the formal assessment data and provide a 

framework or a list of skill that I need to concentrate one.  Also it would be beneficial 

for someone to show me which data is more effective to use as decision makers in the 

classroom.   

 

 

Even though Nadia may long for more collaboration, she does appear to understand 

data and makes data driven decisions on a regular basis.  She has learned that her teaching 
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structure may have to look different.  Until she receives the extra assistance she is looking for, 

she continues to collect data on her own.  Nadia understands that she has to collect data often.  

The theme of Constant Awareness was lifted from Nadia’s conversations and observations.  

The interpretive codes of teacher awareness and changing directions were found in the 

theme of Constant Awareness.  Changing directions is when the teacher and or student 

change directions based on the data gathered.  Nadia explains this constant awareness.  Nadia 

explains,  

So often we think of data as just like the year-long or at the end of the year to see um 

where they’ve come from the beginning to end, whereas I see data as constants.  So 

it’s always looking at, always checking to see where your students are at, so you 

know.   

 

 

She now knows that her confining planning will have to change directions as the data is 

collected.   

I think initially I was a teacher I thought I would have my lesson plans and that is 

how it would be every single day.  And I would spend hours putting together the 

whole week cause I wanted to be just organized and it now changes every day.  The 

data helps me look at the direction my class needs to go.  I am always gaging where 

my students are.   

 

 

Nadia spoke of this constant teacher awareness throughout her entire interview.  She spoke of 

what a difference it made in her teaching and planning with students.   

You can’t teach the same thing to everybody and you can’t really assess who might 

need small group unless you have some kind of constant check for understanding or 

unless you have some kind of data to know to pull them or where they struggle or if 

this is a skill that they’re actually pretty good at.  You have to constantly you know, 

whether it’s in your head, or on paper.  I use both, but it’s just a constant thing.  I 

think some people are misinformed in thinking that it’s just the data, just the results 

from the end of the year or end of the unit.  If it's the end of the unit or my final it’s 

almost like it’s too late ‘cause I can’t go back and reteach a whole unit.  So if I don’t 

use data to constantly drive my instruction, during the whole unit, I’m not really 

reaching the kids who don’t understand or pushing the kids who do.  
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I witnessed Constant Awareness in Nadia when I visited her room also.  She was 

aware as she circulated the classroom constantly throughout the period.  She noticed the 

students were not going to finish the assignment within the twenty minutes she provided.  

She decided to give her class an additional ten minutes and then told them they would have 

to present to the rest of the class.  She gave her students clear grading guidelines so students 

knew what they needed in order to do well on this assignment.  She even figured out that a 

couple of groups were still confused and gave them new materials to fix a portion of their 

assignment without having to do the entire poster within the small time frame.   

She told me that later in that class period she could tell that students were not totally 

grasping the differences of the characters in the novel.  After the presentations, she broke the 

students up into groups and allowed one to have a lot of privileges and gave the other very 

few privileges.  Nadia explained that her students finally felt a direct connection to the 

characters in the novel, which elicited a lot of questions and discussion.  She understood her 

students were giving her a surface knowledge.  Nadia decided to take action to create a more 

meaningful lesson.   

Nadia is just at the beginning of her teaching career.  She is growing and welcoming 

collaboration with others.  She recently started a master’s degree program in journalism to 

broaden her knowledge with the content of English language arts.  Her cautiousness and 

guard are becoming to crumble as she learns to trust culture at Community Prep.  Her prior 

notions of having to prioritize discipline and order have been challenged.  She is starting to  
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focus on the process of teaching and learning with the help of data.  She is growing confident 

day by day. 

I feel pretty confident in my abilities to use data to inform decisions in the classroom.  

I feel confident because I have been provided with the necessary training and tools to 

make informed decisions because of my school and my mentor.  At times it can feel 

overwhelming because of the amount of data that needs to be analyzed.  With the 

large amount of various data to be analyzed, it is overwhelming to find the targets of 

focus, especially when there is inconsistency amongst the various data by the same 

student. 

 

 

Regina.  Regina holds a bachelor’s degree in elementary education, a master’s degree 

in curriculum and instruction and a specialist’s degree in educational administration.  Regina 

initially started teaching in the local school district, but eventually moved to charter school 

education in 2006.  She has taught in two different charter schools since 2006.  Regina 

started at New Beginnings in January 2014.  Her stature is smaller than that of most of her 

students, however she is organized and has established routines in order to define her role as 

the leader in the classroom.  Regina was educated in the same urban community as the 

students she teaches.  She still lives in a neighborhood in the city and wants her students to 

grow up to be responsible and intelligent individuals who care about their community.    

Regina hails from a family of educators.  Her mother is a well-known educator in the 

city.  Regina had a slight advantage compared to some of her counterparts as far as 

navigating the educational system in the area.  Her mother was able to provide direction with 

topics other new teachers struggled with.  Regina felt that her destiny was to become a 

teacher.  It just seemed to make sense in the beginning.  Regina’s interest in teaching  
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stemmed from her family background and her experiences as a child.  She recalls sitting in 

the classroom in high school in the midst of confusion.  

Why am I here?  I am not learning anything.  I remember saying something I am not 

getting any of this and my teacher just told me to shut up and read it.  I remember 

feeling super stupid.  I was a whiz in math, but I sucked at spelling and reading.  I 

figure there has to be other people like that.  I think that whole thing made me start 

wanting to be a teacher from then on.   

 

 

She knew when she became a teacher that she wanted to be different than those she 

encountered in school.  Regina graduated college and landed her first job.  In a traditional 

public school district, this same lack of support from her childhood education was 

reminiscent of what she encountered at her first job in the traditional school district.  

Regina’s story highlighted the theme of Collaboration.  She had a lack of collaboration.  The 

interpretive codes of assistance and communication were present, yet in a negative manner 

when it came to her early experiences of working with other adults in the profession.  She 

mentioned them during the interview process.   

No one would help me.  I would work late and try to go into other people’s rooms 

because no one wanted to share.  I was the only one who was doing something 

different.  Solar system and painting the ….buying all this stuff from Hobby Lobby 

and had stuff hanging from the ceiling.  I mean it was awesome.  It had nothing to do 

with data.  We spent three or four weeks on it.  No one said a thing to me.  Not the 

instructional coach.  The only reason I ended up knowing anything was I had help 

from a mentor and they were like, no one has told you.  And I was like, no. 

 

 

She also felt that her first teaching experience did not like to encourage 

communication with anyone outside the school walls.  She wanted to communicate with the 

parents in order to get more support from them also.   

I have tried to do what I am supposed to do with parents… well your kid is here and 

others are like… don’t show them the data!  Why not? Why should a parent come to 

fourth grade and realized their kid is only on a kindergarten level?  Not only are they 
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unhappy, they’re upset that no one told them before.  They feel like they have been 

lied to.  You have to make everything clear.  We talk about the stakeholders triangle, 

well guess what – you’re cutting off the parents.  You know – you are cutting off the 

kids at the knees and stabbing the parents because they have no idea.  And their anger 

is misdirected. 

 

 

While the theme of Collaboration was found within Regina’s experiences, it was all 

displayed in a negative way.  I found a few suggestions from Regina to help support the 

theme of Collaboration in her journal entry.  She felt that inexperienced teachers should have 

guides (how-to manuals) and printed or electronic resources to help them with analyzing 

materials. 

Regina did not stay in the traditional public school setting for very long.  She soon 

moved to a charter school in 2006.  Her first charter school gave her a totally different 

experience.  This school expected her to support students the way she dreamed she would be 

able to as a teacher.  In order to provide support, Regina had to engage in data driven 

decision-making to be an effective teacher.   

She began to rely on some of the classes she had in college, but she mostly knew she 

had to seek out the information needed in order to be a good teacher for her students.  As 

Regina described her evolution, the theme of Understanding Data surfaced.  The interpretive 

codes for Understanding Data were data types and data decisions.  Regina recalled her 

encounters with data in college and her own discoveries. 

Um…the first college I went to they had like a test analysis class and that was really 

good ‘cause we had to look at Johnson and all those types of tests and that was really 

good and then when I did my um master’s in curriculum and instruction then I had to 

look at that type of information also.   

 

I have had a few classes in data driven decision-making and understanding but most 

of it has been self-studied, self-guided studied.  Just trying to figure it out.  Why did 

this happen or not happen?  At my first charter school, I did have some training over 
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things like the NWEA.  It wasn’t great, but we did have it.  I basically learned more 

through investigation than anything.   

 

 

Based on her self-discovery and a couple of classes, Regina began to create her own 

definition of data driven decision-making.  She worked at her first charter school for eight 

years.  That charter school closed due to a mismanagement of funds and low test scores on 

state assessments.  The experience with that charter school disenchanted her with the entire 

teaching profession.  She felt that maybe she chose the wrong career.   

Regina took a year off from teaching after the school closed and then decided to give 

teaching one last try.  She came to New Beginnings in January of 2014.  She carried her 

constructs of data driven decision-making with her. When I interviewed her in April, she had 

a positive outlook and was more than willing to be a part of a study involving data.  She 

mentioned her love of mathematics and connection to past experiences have helped her 

define her instruction for the present.  She explained, “Um, I define data decision making by 

looking at the information that is given for students and making the best choices for students 

and their academic needs.”  Regina understood that she needed to use multiple data types to 

make data driven decisions.  She went on to explain in an interview,  

Um informal and formal assessments, life for instance state testing.  I briefly look 

over that because you just never know.  Um the second would be like here we use, 

like Study Island and NWEA, I really focus hard on NWEA because it breaks down 

the strands and I see where kids are there and I also get informal data.  When I first 

came in, um, at the very end of January.  I looked at the past data, they had to see 

where the kids kinda were from the two teachers that they had prior and then I also 

looked at test scores and then I kinda did a group work exercise to kinda see where 

everybody was.   

 

I also use informal, it’s just not graded. So doing observations and even talking to the 

kids, asking them how they feel about the subject area and kinda see how they’re 

working on their understanding – just general – conversations to me are a lot better to 

see where they are and then actually seeing where the are – the proof.  I believe the 
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proof is in the pudding.  ‘Cause some students are just not really good testers, so 

doing them both kinda gives you a good idea of where they are.  I just wanna know 

more about somebody - just kinda figure out how they tick. 

 

If I only use the one standardized test score from the end of the previous school year 

to make a determination about the direction of my classroom for the current year, I 

have negated all of the other data available to me. 

 

This use of collecting multiple types of data and then making decisions based on the 

data requires Regina to use differentiated instruction and self-directed learning in her 

classroom.  She wants to make sure the students who are math whizzes like her are 

challenged and those who need a little extra help are supported in her room.  Regina 

describes her thinking in an interview. 

I strongly believe in differentiation and data helps me make those decisions.  I break 

it up for kids.  When I first started here, they weren’t used to that, everything was 

whole group and so I was like, I’m gonna try this, but I was like I want to scream 

because I couldn’t reach everybody.  The ones that were lower, they were in la, la 

land, counting purple ponies on the ceiling and then the higher ones always raised 

their hands and then they get mad cause you won’t call on them and they feel 

neglected and the middle ones are trying to catch up.  The data said, let’s just break 

them up into groups like I used to and catch them where they need to be.  And so data 

helps you figure out where the kid needs help and you work from there and that’s 

how they feel successful.  I don’t want them to go around and feel like they are dumb. 

Everyone is smart at something.   

 

 

I was also able to witness Regina’s understanding of data when I visited her 

classroom for an observation.  Her classroom was close to the office at New Beginnings and 

held approximately 25 brown student desks.  Regina’s desk was situated in the front right 

corner of the classroom.  She had a SMARTboard and projector in the class as well as eight 

desktop computers along the back left corner.  The room was colorful, but not 

overwhelmingly busy to me when I arrived.  Regina’s classroom walls contained various 

store-bought and teacher created posters to assist children with middle school mathematics 
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such as properties of shapes and formulas.  She also had student work posted on the bulletin 

boards.  The students’ desks were situated into five main groups.  Looking at Regina’s board 

gave me a lot of information about her class before her students came into the room.  She had 

the objectives for the week posted and the homework.  She also had various items posted in 

her room that pointed to data types. 

Regina had a chart with paperclips attached to the board.  These paperclips had 

students’ names on them and were affixed to a particular color on the chart.  There was 

another chart near the board with words ranging from outstanding, great job, good day, ready 

to learn, think about it, teacher’s choice and ending with parent contact.  The chart appeared 

to keep track of the behavior of the children in Regina’s classroom.  She had a clipboard that 

contained some sort of information that signaled her to recall the lessons of each group from 

the previous day. When her students entered the classroom and they knew where to go. I 

could tell that she used some sort of data to make data decisions.  I could see that Regina 

made decisions based on data by the groupings and materials each of the groups covered 

during this class period.   

She set the timer for forty-five seconds and told the students they had that much time 

to get to their groups.  Each child moved to his or her particular group.  Even though I could 

not tell where they were specifically supposed to be or which group was which.  The students 

all seemed to know which group they were in as well as the group all the others were in.  The 

six students in the green group worked on multiplication games on the computers.  Two other 

children were working on a computer program that had pre-scripted lessons dealing with 

measurement and angles.  Regina worked with a group of four students at the board on the 

slope intercept formula.  Three students are working in a Math 3 textbook independently.  
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Three other students worked with a teacher’s aide on basic addition.  Children appeared to be 

comfortable in their groups.  They could all do their work with some independence, but did 

have to stop and read directions, or ask Regina for hints and help with their assignments.  

The data based decisions Regina made for her students appeared to keep the students 

engaged and gave them a peer group that complimented similar abilities of individuals in the 

group based on the assigned skill.   

Watching Regina teach was like watching an orchestra conductor.  She scanned out to 

the classroom and did intermittent checks with each group to keep them on task.  The theme 

of Constant Awareness was visible during her lesson.  The interpretive codes of teacher 

awareness and student awareness were blaring.  Both of these codes balanced each other to 

lead to a constant awareness in the classroom.  When one of the codes appeared, the other 

one was usually close.  The classes I observed participated in activities that required the 

children to show their understanding of skills or strands.  They also showed understanding by 

the way they answered questions or even displayed facial expressions.  As the students 

showed any type of understanding, Regina looked for signs and took action.   

Regina had a way of being constantly aware of her students.  Halfway through her 

lesson she said, “Do you understand?  Gimmie a thumbs up or thumbs down.”  Her students 

gave her a thumbs up and she said, “Okay, now we can go on.”  She also noticed two 

children were not answering questions and so she later explained she was not able to assess 

their understanding.  Regina told the other students in her group to be quiet temporarily and 

stop answering questions because she wanted to hear from the others.  She explained that this 

was the only way she would understand immediately if the students understood what she was 
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teaching.  She considered their answers and feedback as data and needed to be able to make 

constant decisions about the lesson based on the data from the kids.   

At the end of her math lesson with one of her groups, she asked her students where 

they were and she specifically said, “Chin, nose or head?”  Her students all did an action with 

their hands and pointed to either their nose or head.  She said ok great.  She approached the 

students who pointed to their noses and began going through a few more problems and 

instructed those who pointed to their heads to keep working on the questions from the book.  

I later realized that when students pointed to their heads it meant, I fully understand it and I 

could teach it to others.  When they pointed to their noses it meant that they understood it, 

but may need a little bit more help or use of notes.  If they pointed to their chins (which no 

one did), it meant they were still confused.   

The entire time Regina taught her small group in the front, she also paid attention to 

what the other students in the classroom were doing, even if they had a teacher’s assistant 

with them.  She noticed a child in another group was not listening to the aide and told them, 

“I need you to focus.  You need to stop daydreaming and write that down.”   

Regina wanted to make sure she was constantly aware.  She collects pieces of data on 

kids during instruction because she really feels like too many children have been ignored in 

schools and that standardized scores define children too much.  Regina displayed a deep 

personal desire to the students in her class.   

I’m gonna make sure my kids get it, and so that’s the whole thing for me.  Like if a 

kid doesn’t understand, I really want to know why and I talk to the kids.  I am 

constantly doing checks with the kids.  I can’t read into their brains. 
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She described the relationships with her students and felt like she owed them 

something more.  She wanted them to become something better than their surroundings.  She 

tries hard to combat some of the negative behaviors of the students in her classroom.  She 

corrects them as if they are her own children and talks to them like she is one of their parents.   

I live in this city.  I chose to live in the city.  I tell my kids, I work really hard to try to 

educate you because when I am like old, I don’t want you to love me for my $100 in 

my pocket, I want to be like, oh no, don’t mess with her ‘cause she actually taught me.  

Let go get that joker down the street. 

 

 

As this process ended, I received unfortunate news.  Regina did not return to the New 

Beginnings for the 2014-2015 school year.  She resigned.  She felt like she simply could not 

make the impact with students that she hoped for.  Her school was sad to let her go, but she 

felt life may be better for her and her children if she moved into the business field.  Regina 

last words were found in her a journal entry. 

I am confident in assessing data in the classroom and using it to make decisions.  I 

think this is because of the training that I received during my educational studies and 

also the drive to learn more about material presented to me.   

 

 

Regina’s drive to do more for children within the constraints of a classroom was 

finally placed on hold.   

Julie.  Julie is a white female who also came to education on a non-traditional path.  

After earning her bachelor’s and master’s degree in English, she went through the Teach for 

America program to earn her certification in middle school and high school English.  She 

previously taught at the college level but now works at New Beginnings and this is her 

second year.  Julie is so soft spoken that she almost appears to whisper in her class while 
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teaching.  She is very sure of her subject matter and radiates her command of English as she 

teaches and probes students in the classroom.   

Julie was born and raised in the Midwest, but not in the same area she teaches.  She 

had a strong interest in the composition of the English language at a very young age.  When 

Julie finished high school she was not sure what she wanted to do with her future, but she 

knew she needed to further her education. Julie attended a local community college near her 

home and earned an associates’ degree in English.  She then enrolled in a nearby university 

and completed her bachelor’s degree in English.  Julie began doing adjunct work at a 

community college.  While she enjoyed teaching adult students, she wanted something 

different.   

Julie decided to join the Teach for America program.  This program offers alternative 

certification to students who have obtained bachelor’s degree in any field of study.  These 

candidates are part of a three-year program that involves intense summer training, mandatory 

professional developments and enrollment in a master of education degree program.  After 

the six-week summer training, each person is placed as a classroom teacher in school districts 

across the country.  This training gave Julie a jumpstart on data driven decision-making that 

is unlike the preparation that other participants received in their pre-service teacher education 

programs.  The theme of Collaboration is seen in Julie’s experiences.  The interpretive codes 

of assistance and communication were used to develop this theme.  Julie describes her time 

at the summer institute with others.   

I am TFA and TFA is really, really big into data.  And so we worked a whole lot 

during the summer institute, when I was going through, so that is what really got me 

started with this.  Ultimately, realistically, I do a lot more with data than most people.  

That I know.  Ultimately I think I am pretty far ahead of the group when it comes to  
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data.  Data driven decision-making became something that I really came to own 

during my time, even in the institute for TFA.  They helped us and worked with us so 

much.   

 

 

As soon as Julie finished the Teach For America program, she was hired as a middle 

school English teacher at New Beginnings.  Julie feels the curriculum specialists in her 

building have also been of great assistance.  These individuals engage in regular 

communication with all of members of the teaching staff.   

Our specialists make sure sit down.  So like the ELA, we will sit down, the 5-8 grade 

team and we look at the data together.  She sits down with the three of us and says 

here is the data from the SRI.  Now she can’t give us the SRI question because there 

is no way they can actually look at it.  Julie explained that everyone goes through 3 or 

4 data cycles a year and with the help a specialist. She is able to see averages on 

overall standards and she tries to work that into what she is already teaching. I think 

they do a lot more to help teachers understand the data than most places. 

 

 

Julie has found herself in a supportive environment that contributes to her 

understanding of data.  Understanding data is another theme found in Julie’s experiences.  

The interpretive codes of data types and data decisions help create this theme.  Julie is quite 

meticulous in her collection and use of data for decision-making.  She developed a 

behavioral system at her school and most of the middle school teachers use this system to 

help manage behavior.   

So every child starts the day with “ready to work”, which is in the middle – which I 

think is important.  The idea is they can move up or down as many times a day as 

needed and so at the end of the day, I actually track where every single student was 

and I put that into a spreadsheet, which I can review and wee this was a really awful 

day.  But I also use it for behavior goal setting.   

 

 

Julie has a serious take on data and feels that collecting the right types of data can 

help teachers be a lot more objective with their decisions.  She feels an objective stance 
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eliminates the teacher’s personal preferences and keeps the classroom fair. She assigns 

numbers to everything, even behaviors.   

There are numbers associated with this, so 6 points for red, 0 points for pink.  So 3 

will be the student ended up where they started.  So I have goals set for the 7th and 8th 

grade.  For what their class average for the clip chart will be, and so we work with 

that they know that I keep track of this sort of data.  Sometimes a student asks me 

about his behavior and I can give them a quantitative number.  I can give them and 

average instead of an opinion.  This 4 really is a decent week. 

 

 

Julie not only collects data on behavior, but uses standardized test data also.  

Although she is a teacher who normally works with the written word, she prefers the use of 

numbers and her own systems because she feels they are more organic and meaningful to her.   

Um, I generally try to keep it as quantitative as I can.  I keep track of generally two 

types of academic data – one is sort of completion and the other is correctness.  We 

take a lot of testing.  In addition to the MAP, we do the Study Island benchmarks, we 

do NWEA, we do SRI and review that data.  So generally what I will do…um the 

student averages I tend not to work with.  I like to use my own data.  It is more 

specific. 

 

 

After the various data are collected, Julie begins to decipher it and make decisions.  She is 

the master of spreadsheets and Microsoft Excel.  She feels that the numbers she gathers 

provide explicit directions for her and she does not have to guess about what she should do 

next.  She provides a detailed description of decisions based on data used in her classroom.   

I tend to think about data decision-making being what to teach and what to reteach 

based on information about the students.  I come to also thing of it in terms of all 

sorts of things. But to give you a few examples, I started my last year with an essay 

writing unit.  Essay after Essay for six weeks straight.  And part of what I did was 

make and ever expanding rubric.  And so the first essay was grading them on thesis 

statements and then just general body paragraphs.  So I would keep track as I went, 

my class average for thesis statements was 3.5 out of ten, but for the last set it was 8 

out of 10.  So I could tell that not only how students were doing in general, but also 

who does not get this skill.  Sometimes I would reteach that (thesis statements) to a  
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group, sometimes I would reteach that to an individual, sometimes I would just make 

a note to go around during independent time and make sure to talk to that one student 

about thesis statements. 

 

 

This use of data allows for Julie to use differentiated instruction in her classroom also.   

 

I use the data to determine which intensive groups to put students in.  And so 

sometimes what I would do is say okay, you take these 5 students who understood 

topic sentences and work them on something else.  I am going to take these 5 students 

who didn’t understand topic sentences and I am going to work with them.  

 

 

I was able to witness Julie’s understanding of data when I observed her classroom one 

afternoon.  She was differentiating instruction during an English language arts class.  Julie’s 

class was around the corner from the office at New Beginnings.  Her classroom was 

organized and filled with directions for success.  She had resources for children such as 

thesauri and dictionaries in plain sight.  Students also had access to an open library for 

independent reading, with books of various titles on a bookshelf in the corner.  When I 

walked in Julie was positioned at the front of the classroom.   

Students were working in groups.  Three of the groups worked independently, while 

one group worked with Julie.  The group working with Julie was reviewing a packet of 

reading material and Julie did some of the reading aloud with the group.  The other groups 

worked on vocabulary, one group read a book silently, and the last group worked on similes 

and metaphors.  When I asked Julie about this set up in a follow up interview, she explained 

that she indeed used data based on test scores and classwork to form her groups.  The group 

she was working with needed her to read parts aloud in order to comprehend grade level text.  

She would not have done this with the other groups.  She explained that most of the other 
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groups might have only had a discussion over the questions from the reading packet for the 

exact same assignment.   

Julie tried to continue her position as an adjunct instructor, but realized the job of a 

classroom teacher was more than she expected.  She decided to only work at New 

Beginnings after the birth of her child.  Effective teaching with the use of data was indeed 

demanding as she and her husband started their new family.  Julie wanted to be as fully 

present with her family and her new teaching career.  During this transition, Julie became 

aware of everything from behaviors to academics in her classroom.  The theme of Constant 

Awareness is illuminated as Julie expressed her thoughts.  The interpretive codes of teacher 

awareness and student awareness were used to create this theme.  Julie felt her awareness 

helped her with planning and remediation.  She explains during an interview how she taught 

a lesson over essays and realized from classroom data that her kids were having trouble 

forming topic sentences. 

I looked after the first one and when I looked at the paragraph scores, okay they have 

details, but what they are really struggling with is topic sentences.  I am going to 

break that up for the next time, so I broke it out.  So if the data makes it seems like 

they are having problems, let me check and make sure that is really what the problem 

is.  So I separated them out.   

 

 

Julie also makes it a point to make sure her students understand the data she collects 

in class.  They often check with her to see their progress behaviorally and academically.  

They understand the data and her methods in collecting data.  She is able to give them a 

complete breakdown whenever they need it.   

Julie is an anomaly in her building and almost has an obsession with data.  She enjoys 

the onerous collection of data and its use.  Her principal was happy to introduce her to me 
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and told me she would was the data master of the building.  She sees the value in it and 

yearns to help others.  Julie is always glad to talk to anyone on her staff about data, but does 

not wish to impose or appear pushy.  Hopefully, she will continue her career at New 

Beginnings so she can be of assistance to teachers as they grasp the importance of data driven 

decision-making.  Julie is honest with her capabilities and concerns of using so much data in 

the classroom. 

Overall, I feel capable of using data to inform my decisions.  In the places where data 

collection is natural for me, I think that I do well with employing it to improve 

instruction.  The difficulty for me is with places where data collection is not simple or 

ingrained with what I already do.   

 

 

 

Summary of Results 

I found three major themes from the research.  Official documents, journals, 

interviews and observations gave me insights to the experiences of charter teachers under the 

sponsorship of Edwards University concerning data driven decision-making.  The three 

themes were: 1) Understanding Data, 2) Collaboration, 3) and Constant Awareness.  I used 

one primary question and four sub-questions to guide my research for this study.  It is 

important to see how my findings addressed the following questions:   

1. How do data inform the decisions teachers in charter schools make in the 

classroom? 

A. How do teachers define data driven decision-making? 

B. How do teachers describe its use in the classroom? 

C. What kinds of data do teachers include when making data driven decisions? 
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D. What types of support are received from others about the process of data driven 

decision-making?  

 

 I will begin by addressing each of the sub-questions first and then I will address the 

primary question last.  The first sub-question asked, “How do teachers define data driven 

decision making?” The themes of Understanding Data and Constant Awareness helped 

answer this question.  The official documents spoke of looking at results and then using goals 

and teaching on a continuum.  The DesCartes introductory pages explained that teachers 

needed to constantly come back to the data and the goals to make accurate decisions for their 

students.  With the use of interviews, each teacher expressed his or her own definition of data 

driven decision-making.  They all described a process in which data was collected and then 

interpreted.  Most of the teachers followed up their basic definition of this process with an 

explanation of how they had to constantly collect and interpret.  Claire’s answer represented 

the entire group.   

Okay for me data driven decision making is when we look at students’ past progress 

whether it be standardized test, uh in classwork, um pretest, whichever, um and 

determining, making a determination from that where to go next.  So for example at 

the beginning of the year when we looked at um MAP test scores and how they did 

on certain strands in the past, hoping that will drive what you’re gonna do in the 

future or at least it is as far as the planning is concerned.  It could be lesson planning, 

it could be differentiated groups, um it could be for some referrals, it could be a lot of 

things. 

 

 

These interpretations led to instructional choices and changes to lesson plans within the 

classroom.  Finally, the observations showed me what this actually looked like in action.  I 

witnessed teachers constantly collect data and then augmenting their lesson plans. 
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 “How do teachers describe its use in the classroom?” is the next question of my set of 

sub-questions.  The themes of Understanding Data and Constant Awareness help answer this 

question.  The introductory pages of DesCartes explained how a teacher could use data to 

inform instruction in the classroom.  Journal answers from the participants also expressed 

that these teachers all used data to inform their instruction in the classroom.  Both of these 

documents explained the importance of identifying data types and then making decisions 

based on these types of data.  Answers from the interviews showed me specifically how 

teachers used data to inform instructions.  The words from DesCartes and the journal entries 

made references to the frequent necessity of using data to inform instruction.  The teachers 

explained the data types they used and also gave examples of some of the decisions they 

made based on the data.  Regina used data to determine the way she differentiated instruction, 

I strongly believe in differentiation and data helps me make those decisions.  I break 

it up for kids.  When I first started here, they weren’t used to that, everything was 

whole group and so I was like, I’m gonna try this, but I was like I want to scream 

because I couldn’t reach everybody.  The ones that were lower, they were in la, la 

land, counting purple ponies on the ceiling and then the higher ones always raised 

their hands and then they get mad cause you won’t call on them and they feel 

neglected and the middle ones are trying to catch up.  The data said, let’s just break 

them up into groups like I used to and catch them where they need to be.  And so data 

helps you figure out where the kid needs help and you work from there and that’s 

how they feel successful.  I don’t want them to go around and feel like they are dumb. 

Everyone is smart at something.   

 

Finally, observations gave me a first-hand look at how teachers used data to inform 

instruction.  I witnessed the Constant Awareness, which resulted in instant collection and 

quick interpretations.   

 The next sub-question I had was “What kind of data do teachers include when making 

data driven decisions?”  The theme of Understanding Data directly addressed this question.  
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One of the interpretive codes for Understanding Data was data types.  The DesCartes 

introductory pages used the RIT scores from students as the primary sources of data for 

teachers.  Interviews allowed me to get direct answers from teachers of the data types they 

use.  They talked about using standardized test scores, classwork, homework, informal 

assessments, behavior, facial expressions and discussions with children.  Nadia’s words give 

more details, 

Um to me, data could be just as I’m mentally assessing as I’m teaching if I have to go 

back or if I have to slow down or if I’m able to pick up the pace, um it’s more than 

just numbers on paper per se. Um you know like pretests.  Gaining what students 

know ahead of time before you go into a unit is always been beneficial.  I don’t think 

its necessarily has to be in the form of a pretest, it could be a writing prompt that says 

you know that get, just something that allows you to know where they stand.  Um, I 

guess more formal, I kinda talked about informal, I would consider that informal, but 

formal would be quizzes, um and I like periodic assessments I guess, the use of an 

exit slip. 

 

 

All of these pieces of information qualified as data for the teachers at these charter schools.  

During the observations I saw how teachers use classwork scores, a pre-test and warm-up 

work to make data driven decisions.  I even saw the distress on the faces of students in a 

teacher’s math class used as data to help change the direction of an assignment.   

 The last sub-question I need to address is “What types of support are received from 

others about the process of data driven decision-making?”  The themes of Understanding 

Data and Collaboration were used to answer this sub-question.  Introductory pages from 

DesCartes are direct supports for teachers and explain the importance of collecting data 

scores and making decisions.  They also explain the need for collaboration with parents and  
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other teachers.  Data specialists or curriculum coordinators helped support teachers also as 

Claire explains,  

Um here, I can say our data specialist absolutely blew my mind with how he can find 

patterns and things that I’ve never looked at when it came to data.  So here it was 

more dissecting than I have ever done and then really having a clearer picture of 

where I’m going.  

 

 

The journal entries clearly described the teachers’ collaboration with others and the 

assistance they had and needed.  The participants allowed me to understand through 

interviews that some of them only understood data due to collaboration with subject area 

specialists and on site mentors.  

 Finally, I can address the primary research question of “How do data inform the 

decisions teachers in Midwest charter schools make in the classroom?”  The themes of 

Understanding Data, Collaboration and Constant Awareness helped answer this primary 

question.  I wanted to know how teachers defined data driven decision-making and what they 

considered as data, but I also wanted to know about their experiences.  The text from the 

journal entries explained that teachers in charter schools had a personal understanding of data.  

Those journal entries also helped me see these teachers were a little concerned about support 

and collaboration when making data driven decisions.  The words from the participants 

during the interviews showed me that teachers’ experiences were grounded in decisions 

guided by data.  Nadia describes the growth all teachers had to make in the area of data 

driven decision-making. 

I think initially I was a teacher I thought I would have my lesson plans and that is 

how it would be every single day.  And I would spend hours putting together the 

whole week cause I wanted to be just organized and it now changes every day.  The 

data helps me look at the direction my class needs to go.  I am always gaging where 

my students are.    
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These teachers described situations in which they worked with others or received training to 

help with this process.  They also reflected on their experiences by explaining that the entire 

process was continuous and constant.  Observing in the classroom also highlighted their 

experiences.  I felt that I caught a glimpse of these experiences by watching them collect and 

use data in the classroom.  I literally witnessed their facial expressions and body movements 

as they checked for student understanding throughout their class periods.  The following 

tables also give an overall summary of my findings for this study.   

 

Table 1 

Themes that Appeared in Each Data Sources 

 Understanding  

Data 
Collaboration 

Constant  

Awareness 

Documents X X X 

Interviews X X X 

Observations X  X 
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Table 2 

 

Themes from All Three Data Sources 

 

Question #1 – How do data inform the decisions teachers in charter schools make in the 

classroom? 

 Understanding  

Data 
Collaboration 

Constant  

Awareness 

Documents X X X 

Interviews X X X 

Observations X  X 

Sub-Question A. – How do teachers define data driven decision-making? 

Documents X  X 

Interviews X  X 

Observations    

Sub-Question B. – How do teachers describe its use in the classroom? 

Documents X  X 

Interviews X  X 

Observations X  X 

Sub-Question C. – What kind of data do teachers include when making data  

driven decisions? 

Documents X  X 

Interviews X  X 

Observations    

Sub-Question D. – What types of support are received from others about  

the process of data driven decision-making? 

Documents X X  

Interviews X X  

Observations    
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I was incredibly impressed with the use of data and some of the decisions teachers 

made in this study.  They all should be considered assets to the Edwards University’s charter 

school system. My preconceived ideas were that teachers at the higher performing school 

would outshine the teachers at the lower performing school with their knowledge and 

experience.  I realized that I was only using one piece of data to make this judgment.  I must 

gather and analyze data the same way I do in the classroom before drawing conclusions.   

The final test scores and environment were not independent of the story of the teacher.  

Each teacher, regardless of the grade taught or the subject matter possesses a different level 

of knowledge.  Connelly and Clandinin (2000) conducted several narrative inquiry studies 

surrounding teacher knowledge.  These researchers explain their thoughts on teacher 

knowledge.   

We think of teacher knowledge in narrative terms, describing it in terms of 

narrative life constructions.   We do not see teacher knowledge as something 

fixed and static to be replaced by something else, but as something lifelike, 

something storied, something that flows forward in ever changing shapes.  

Teachers and students do not, in our view, come together as bearers of mature 

and immature knowledge, the immature to be replaced by the mature.  Rather 

we see everyone, teachers and students, living out stories in which they figure 

as characters. (2000, p. 318)  

 

 

Connelly and Clandinin realized the importance of teacher stories in conjunction to teacher 

knowledge.  The researchers set the aspects of teacher knowledge along a three dimensional 

inquiry space that included temporal, personal/existential, and place (1998, p. 319).  Each 

teacher’s will to learn, his or her personal experiences and school settings influenced their 

perceptions of data driven decision-making in the classroom. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 

 

Summary of Findings 

 

This heuristic case study was conducted in an effort to capture teachers’ experiences 

about data driven decision-making in charter schools.  The participants in the study all 

worked in the Edwards University charter school network.  This final chapter will review the 

purpose of this study, recap the research questions and summarize the results.  This chapter 

will also highlight any additional discoveries that arose and finally discuss implications and 

recommendations.  

High-stakes test data have become one of the most important indicators of success 

and failure in education. Data are used to make judgments about schools and the children 

within them.  This study focused on the assessment for learning and not the assessment of 

learning (Nicholas & Beliner, 2007).  Assessment for learning is when teachers access types 

of data and make decisions of students so they can decide what they will teach or how they 

will alter curriculum in the classroom.  Assessment of learning is the act of taking tests to 

prove what students know.  I did not seek the participants out to know more about their 

school’s state standards or test scores.  I wanted to know about the experiences charter 

teachers had with the state test other forms of data.  More importantly, I wished to learn more 

about their experiences with the decision-making based on using that data.   
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The primary research question for this study asked, How do data inform the decisions 

teachers in charter schools make in the classroom?  This primary research question had four 

sub-questions:  

A. How do teachers define data driven decision-making? 

B.  How do teachers describe its use in the classroom? 

C.  What kind of data do teachers include when making data driven decisions? 

D. What types of support are received from others about the process of data driven 

decision-making?   

These questions were important to me because I wanted to know how teachers in 

local charter schools experienced data driven decision-making in the classroom.  Charter 

schools entered into our public school system at the end of the 20th Century.  I have worked 

in one for fifteen years and I want to do all I can to help support and guide these unique 

schools that were created to offer something different to the educational system in the United 

States of America.   

Three themes arose during the Illumination phase of research surrounding these 

questions (Moustakas, 1990).  The themes of Understanding Data, Collaboration and 

Constant Awareness were found throughout the different forms of research collected for this 

study.  These were not necessarily where I thought the research would lead, but the path was 

clear as I coded and reflected through my documents, transcriptions and notes during the 

incubation stage.   
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Understanding Data 

 Understanding Data seems to be a vital component, yet possibly overlooked when it 

comes to data driven-decision making.  I am not sure I realized how important 

Understanding Data was to teachers in charter schools.  Teachers could not make the 

decisions with data unless they understood the data.  Mandinach, Honey, Light, and Brunner 

(2008) call this data fluency.  They explain, “The hallmark of data fluency is understanding 

how data should be used, the interpretations that can be made from those data, and how much 

interpretations can be used to guide different types of decisions” (p. 18).  Understanding 

Data for this study equals data fluency as described by those researchers.    

This theme referred to data types or the collection of specific types of data and then 

the interpretation and action associated with that data.  The decisions that teachers made are a 

starting point, even if the decisions do not always lead to a positive outcome.  The data gave 

them the springboard they needed to make the decisions they felt were best for their 

classrooms.  Teachers used all types of data to support their decisions in the classroom.  

(Brunner et al., 2005; Light, Wexler, & Heinz, 2004).  They explained how standardized tests 

were just as critical as daily work assignments to inform the decisions they made for their 

students.  Some of the teachers even pointed to student behaviors and conversations as data 

that could assist them in the process of data driven decision-making.  Overall, they explained 

that no one data set was the sole definer of a child.  The idea of teachers collecting multiple 

types of data is supported by research conducted at the Center for Children and Technology 

(Honey et al., 2002).  These researchers found that teachers preferred to use more than one 

single set of data from high-stakes testing to make decisions about children in their 

classrooms.  They too used homework, in-class tests, class performances and much more to 
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inform their decisions about student learning.  All of the participants in my study showed me 

through their written and spoken words that the best decisions are formed from a collection 

of multiple pieces of data. 

 

Collaboration 

 Collaboration was a theme seen in the documents and interviews in this study.  

Collaboration is a mix of assistance and communication with others.  The assistance may 

come from anyone in leadership or with the knowledge needed to help another in the area of 

data driven decision-making.  Some of the teachers depended on their fellow colleagues 

while others reached out to external sources such as graduate coursework or specialized 

workshops to help them with data driven decision-making.  Improving teaching and learning 

is difficult to when attempted in isolation (Schmoker, 2004).  Communicating with others 

can extend to the communication with other teachers, students and parents about the data.  

The documents and interviews pointed to teachers talking and sharing with all stakeholders 

in an effort to raise awareness and inform the surrounding educational community.  The 

communication allowed for additional problem solving.  Data driven decision-making is 

much more successful if done with the assistance of others (Feldman & Tung, 2001; 

Symonds, 2003).  The teachers expressed how limited views from teachers, students and 

parents can hinder the growth of students.  Collaborative conversations expanded everyone’s 

knowledge base and allowed for ownership in the process of data driven decision-making.   

 

Constant Awareness 

 Constant Awareness was another theme I found as I analyzed the data for this study.  

The words constant and often were used over 40 times by the participants when referring to 
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data driven decision-making in the classroom.  The frequent use of these words forced me to 

take notice.  Constant Awareness was the continuous process or plan teachers use when 

making decisions in the classroom.  Teachers were aware and even students were aware in 

some instances.  The awareness was active and never-ending (Easton, 2009).  The documents 

suggested it, the interviews described it and the observations showed it.  The teachers would 

take in data, all types of data, and make quick decisions within one class period.  Some may 

alter assignments, while others added additional supports for students.  The teachers 

explained that was important in order to help all students succeed in their classrooms.  

Planning and instructing one way without constant awareness hardly helped the students they 

taught (Flowers and Carpenter, 2009).  They all felt it was necessary to remain alert and 

collect data, review it quickly and make the necessary decisions to better assist and teach the 

students in their care.  At times, a few of the teachers spoke of pushing data back to students 

so they could be aware and make changes to their study habits. 

 

Implications 

This study set out to answer the research questions, yet there were certain 

implications I discovered.  The following topics are implied and not causal.  The findings 

implied that we were not giving teachers enough time in their work-day to gain knowledge 

and participate in data driven decision-making.  Also, the findings pointed to issues of power 

that exist within the charter school system and classrooms concerning both teachers and 

students.   
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Not Enough Time 

 One implication I found was that while teachers felt supported, they did not feel like 

they were given the time and support to truly dedicate to the sometimes, arduous process of 

data driven decision-making (Huffman & Kalnin, 2003).  Time refers to measurement of how 

long something takes to accomplish.  Many of them spoke of the time they needed in order to 

learn more, collect more, and decipher more.  Even though they all know how important data 

are, each one of them commented that the process of intense data driven decision-making 

takes hours and sometimes it is difficult to truly look at the multiple data sets of their 

students.   

The pressures from their instructional coaches, department heads and administrators 

are intense, but the planning periods they receive are not enough to accomplish the ongoing 

task of data driven decision-making the way they feel they should.  Most of them commented 

that the data driven decision-making was almost a mandatory expectation at their buildings, 

but there was no support given to teach and review the process like teachers are required to 

give children in the classroom.  They knew there were new pedagogies and methods for the 

data driven decision-making process, but they had to seek those out for themselves. Four of 

the five informants expressed the need for more time for data driven decision-making.  

Regina simple stated, “Being able to have time to plan in order to analyze the data in order to 

drive instruction would be helpful.”  Julie agreed by explaining in detail,  

I feel like having more planning time would help.  I also think there is probably a 

technology solution to this problem (grading), but I haven’t taken the time to explore 

this option.  We have clickers, and if there is a simple way to get the Do Nows into 

the clickers, data collection would be simple. 
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She also states,  

The difficulty for me is with places where data collection in not simple or ingrained 

with what I already do.  For example, my students do a daily reading comprehension 

Do Now that I would love to use data about to drive my instruction.  The difficulty is 

that collecting that data would add a huge burden to what I already do.  Inputting the 

data from the four questions that students do now would probably take me an 

additional three hours per week.   

 

 

Nadia adds to the frustration of not having enough time by explaining,  

At times it can feel overwhelming because of the amount of data that needs to be 

analyzed.  With the large amount of various data to be analyzed, it is overwhelming 

to find the targets of focus, especially when there is inconsistency amongst the 

various data by the same student.  

 

Claire declared a solution within her entry.  She suggests,  

I don’t know if I agree completely with this method, but I have seen schools start 

school a few hours later or release students a little early once per week or month in 

order to give teachers time to review student achievement on assessments.  The only 

works if all teachers use this time productively. 

 

Issues of Power 

 The other implication I realized towards the end of this study was the use of power.  

Using data to make decisions about children gives the teachers a lot of power.  Also the 

power that a charter school sponsor or authorizer holds is crippling.  This research helped me 

see that although data is used to make decisions in the classroom, the data is mixed with 

personal views and the background knowledge of the individual who makes the decision.  

Most of these teachers explained their thinking behind their decisions and only one of them 

appeared to have a somewhat objective approach.  Most of them were subjective in nature 

while making decisions.  That subjection has the power to hurt or harm students’ futures 
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because one individual is in control of making decisions in a particular subject for an entire 

year or more.  Regina said it best,  

That’s the issue with us being data, data, data, is that we don’t get time to… I think it 

is our society, period, we don’t get time to actually get to know someone.  We just 

look at their data and think, they can’t pass the test or they are stupid.  No they’re not, 

they just haven’t gettin it like you have gotten it.  Maybe they have holes.  Like if you 

have a paper and sometimes someone has poked it.  Maybe someone ripped a good 

section.  So it’s my turn to try to fix that hole.  But I don’t think we fix enough with 

kids, we just say you suck, you flunk and move on.  It’s not fair.    

 

 

 We use the data we collect as truths or absolutes.  These truths create decisions in our 

minds about children.  Michel Foucault discusses such issues,  

Truth isn’t outside power.  Truth is a thing of this world:  it is produce only by virtue 

of multiple forms of constraint.  And it induces regular effects of power.  Each 

society has its regime of truth, its “general politics” of truth:  that is, the types of 

discourse which it accepts and make function as true; the mechanisms and instances 

which enable one to distinguish true and false statements, the means by which each is 

sanctioned; the techniques and procedures accorded value in the acquisition of truth; 

the status of those who are charged with say what counts as true. (1980, p. 131) 

 

 

The amount of power we hold when it comes to teaching and working with someone else’s 

child is remarkable to me.  “Some of us sort based on “truths” and determine a one’s destiny 

within minutes of initial contact” (Gouldner, 1978).  The sorting continues after initial 

contact.  We sort as we look at data, we may make mistakes.  We also may ruin a child’s life.   

Also related to power is the power sponsors have in charter school systems.  Two of 

the teachers referred to the “dog and pony show” they feel they have to put on when the 

charter school sponsor comes into the building.  Claire commented that the visits from the  
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sponsor raised her level of awareness and made the idea of data driven-decision making more 

important.  Claire actually said,  

I think being in a charter school and knowing that you have a sponsor and 

responsibilities to that sponsor are life and death sometimes.  It makes a big impact.  

When people start showing up at the school and then they start explaining here is 

where you are in comparison to other schools.  It was like a kick in the head, literally.  

Before we knew we didn’t do good, do didn’t do good the year before, but it’s okay.  

But to know that um bread and butter were basically on the line if you didn’t do 

something different or at least show that you were making some gains even if you 

didn’t make proficient or advanced or AYP or whatever, you were able to down that 

you were working towards that.  Everyone used to be just settled for being where they 

were until our sponsors came in and this is not going to work. 

 

 

This power is similar to that that we hold over children.  Edwards University has the 

power to destroy or build up the schools under its sponsorship.  Just like superheroes, charter 

school sponsors can use their power for good or evil as seen in the movie Waiting for 

Superman (Guggenheim, 2010).  Teachers in this study viewed them as both.  It depended on 

the teacher.  Some felt supported by their sponsor, while others felt like they were in the 

Panopticon as defined by Foucault (1980): 

The principle was this.  A perimeter building in the form of a ring.  At the centre of 

this, a tower, pierced by large windows opening on to the inner face of the ring.  The 

outer building is divided into cells each of which traverses the whole thickness of the 

building.  These cells have two windows, one opening on to the inside, facing the 

windows, of the central tower, the other, outer one allowing daylight to pass through 

the whole cell.  All that is then needed is to put an overseer in the tower and place in 

each of the cells a lunatic, a patient, a convict, a worker or a schoolboy. (p. 147)  

 

 

The Panopticon creates distrust.  The push of data and results from sponsors without proper 

supports has created distrust and a power struggle within our own charter school system.   
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Recommendations 

Based on the findings from this study, I have a few recommendations to charter 

school sponsors, building leadership and teachers who want know about the process of data 

driven decision-making in the classroom to help support instruction.  These 

recommendations include ongoing professional development on data driven decision-making 

and issues of power.  I also recommend data processing time for teachers to dedicate to the 

actual process of data driven decision-making so they can dedicate the necessary time to 

make the informed decisions that would be most effective in their classrooms.  

 

Professional Development 

 Professional development is a way for teachers to continuously learn about any 

subject related to teaching and learning.  Charter schools usually set their own professional 

development schedule for the school year.  Authorizers such as Edwards University could 

start to build professional development opportunities related to data driven decision-making 

and issues of power in schools.  Some of these professional development sessions should be 

mandatory, while others could be optional.   

At the current time, Edwards University does offer professional development 

opportunities related to data driven decision-making in conjunction with a local professional 

development consortium.  These professional development sessions involve using data teams 

at the school level.  These data teams consist of a group of people in the schools at various 

levels who participate in the data driven decision-making process for their school.  They may 

tackle some of the bigger data projects together and then help teachers with some analyzing 

in the classroom.   
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Unfortunately, each charter school in Edwards University’s network is not required to 

have a data team.  Three of the teachers in this study explained that being a part of the data 

decision-making process helped give them ownership of their classroom and teaching 

experience.  While data teams are helpful in schools (Perry, 2011), my data indicates that 

each teacher needs to have his or her own foundational knowledge of data driven decision-

making.   

Charter sponsors often tell their schools they want to support them or help in any way. 

Ongoing, on-site professional development opportunities could benefit teachers in the 

Edwards University network.  Instead of having the teachers come to Edwards University, 

Edwards University should go to the teachers.  This would allow for each teacher to 

participate in learning about using data to inform instruction at the building site.  In addition 

to receiving professional development about data driven decision-making on-site, teachers 

could also learn about issues of power periodically.  Issues of power can be interwoven into 

the professional development for data.  The sponsors could use its own staff, members of the 

university faculty or teachers within the network as trainers.   

Professional development should be available to all educators in the charter school 

network.  As of now, only the administrators at my school know when the trainings occur 

and they decide who gets to go to the trainings.  Although the administrator would still have 

the final decision if a teacher wants to attend, teachers should know there are actually 

professional development opportunities offered.  Administrators are the gatekeepers to the 

professional development.  Charter school sponsors could have a master email list and notify 

teachers of all such professional development opportunities.  This way, teachers who have 

additional interests can broaden their learning bases.    
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Data Processing Time  

The next recommendation I have is to give teachers the time they are looking for to 

complete the process of data driven decision-making.  Teachers can get this time in a variety 

of ways.  School leaders, teachers and the charter school staff could brainstorm ways to help 

with data processing time.  Some districts use early release days, while others offer substitute 

teachers on a rotating basis.  This data processing time model may vary depending on each 

school’s requests and circumstances.   

Finally, a data warehousing system might help charter teachers with data processing 

time.  Edwards University must assist their charter schools with a plan for sustaining data 

driven decision-making.  It can be difficult for schools to constantly analyze data without it 

being stored in a central location (Militello, 2005).  Data warehouses allow multiple types of 

data to be stored into one electronic system so they can be examined by several people to 

help with the decision making process.  Some of the systems that are available allow for 

reports and identify patterns for the users (Wayman, 2005). 

When picking a data warehouse systems, researchers suggest that there are six factors 

that clarify how these tools help the user’s understanding and decision-making.  The factors 

are 1) Assess and ease of use, 2) Length of feedback loop, 3) Comprehensibility of the data, 

4) Manipulation of the data, 5) Utility and quality of the data, and 6) Links to instruction. 

(Light et al., 2004).  If Edwards University keeps these six factors in mind, they may find an 

appropriate data system for the teachers to use.  Some of these systems even allow for some 

of the data from high stakes tests to be uploaded without any type of data entry.  This type of 

system would give teachers more time instead of wasting it creating excel spreadsheets or 

tally marks on paper.    
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Suggestions for Future Research 

This study focused on teachers in charter school within the same charter school 

network who taught middle school tested subjects.  Elementary and high school teachers in 

charter schools would also be another group to examine for future research.  Studying these 

two different groups could provide a larger perspective of the experiences of teachers in 

charter schools at the elementary and secondary level.  Teachers at these two levels may have 

very different experiences due to the age and content of the subjects they teach.   

The notion of power issues with or between teachers and students around the use of 

data is another possibility for future research.  Some data from this study showed me that 

teachers felt students needed to know more about data and their uses in order to make 

decisions that could affect their academic choices.  One participant felt this knowledge gives 

students power to shape future outcomes.  Power issues should also be explored with 

teachers and even the school as a whole as related to data.  Since schools are responsible for 

using data, it would be beneficial to examine the power issues related to data driven decision-

making in the classroom.   

As a quantitative thinker, I would also like to see a quantitative study done that 

compares teachers who have had any of the recommendations from this study compared to a 

control group.  I would like to know if the recommendations are of any value with the hopes 

of helping my own charter school network and other networks in the area.  I do believe that 

numbers hold power.  I would see numerical data in order to make a data driven decision for 

myself.   
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Final Thoughts 

When I started this educational journey four years ago, I had an idea for a topic of 

research.  My initial topic did not have anything to do with data driven decision-making.  I 

tossed several thoughts back and forth throughout the years, but nothing ever seemed to feel 

comfortable or fit.  Each time I thought I found a topic, I would begin to do some preliminary 

research and the interest would fade away.  I always heard others talking about choosing a 

topic that you love or that is of great interest to you. 

One night while I was sitting in a research class, I had scratch paper on my desk and I 

kept writing and doodling.  I explained to a classmate that the coursework was getting tough 

because it was difficult to write about something I did not really care about.  She asked me, 

“What do you care about?  What stirs in you or creates emotion?”  Immediately I knew the 

answer.  It was charter schools.  I never contemplated writing about charter schools.  I did not 

think anyone would care to know anything about charter schools.  Over time, I developed my 

personal narrative and realized that I really do care about charter schools and their success.   

This process has allowed me to understand more about my field of work.  I also have 

developed a greater appreciation for charter school systems in the United States.  I have often 

wondered what I would do with this degree upon completion, but I have begun to understand 

that my work may be in charter schools.  I would like to contribute to the literature on charter 

schools and charter school educators.   

My narrative in the beginning left off with my daughter as a second grader who 

finally was moved back to her classroom.  Once she was moved back to her original reading 

teacher, she began to enjoy school again.  Last school year she was again moved up to a 

mathematics class due to her spring test scores from the end of second grade.  I have learned 
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my daughter wants to be comfortable, she has trouble being pushed.  Her math teacher 

recognized her struggles and we discussed several strategies to help her become successful.  

He tried to get to know her as a student, gave her support systems in his classroom and even 

sent home a textbook so she could get extra practice.  He collected data on my child from her 

classwork, behaviors, and class assessments to figure out that she needed a different 

approach in his classroom.   

As a parent, I am grateful that someone took the time to use multiple pieces of data to 

make decisions for my child in her classroom environment.  Her work was not seen as just 

another assignment and her class tests were not merely a score.  They were seen as data.  My 

daughter’s performance and personality were evaluated, collected and analyzed.  She began 

the year a bit frustrated in mathematics and ended the year scoring advanced on her state 

assessments.  I have no doubt that her assessment of learning would have been much lower if 

her teacher did not believe in assessments for learning (Nicolas & Beliner, 2007).   

 

Post Script: Assumptions and Reflections 

As I concluded, I came to the realization that I carried basic assumptions with me 

throughout this study.  These assumptions stemmed from the idea that teaching in a charter 

school is different than teaching in the traditional public school setting.  It is important to 

clarify these assumptions in order to make meaning for the study.   

 

Teacher Tenure and Unions 

Teachers at independent charter schools do not participate in programs that offer 

tenure like those in the traditional school setting.  Teacher tenure is a system designed to 

guarantee teachers employment in their school or district after completing years several years 
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of satisfactory service as determined by the local board of education.  Edwards University 

has 11 schools that are all independent charters.  None of the teachers are protected by a 

tenure system and all are considered at-will employees.  Their employers may terminate 

employment at any time, regardless of years of service or performance.   

Also, since teachers under Edwards University’s charter school system are all at 

independent charters, they also do not have the support of a union.  Teachers in traditional 

public schools have the legal and collaborative support of organizations such as the 

American Federation of Teachers or the National Education Association.  These two unions, 

along with local district unions, negotiate with states and local school boards to regulate 

benefits, wages and requirements of teachers.  Teachers in charter schools do not have a 

negotiating board, therefore, their school year, work hours, and responsibilities can be 

determined by the school without the possibility of input or compensation of additional 

wages.   

Understanding this assumption dictates the roles and responsibilities of teachers in the 

charter school setting.  Edwards University charter teachers do not have job security.  

Performance must always be at its peak, otherwise it may result in termination.  As of 2008, 

68 percent of teachers in the United States were tenured and did not have to worry about the 

possibility of termination (U. S. Census Bureau, 2012; Vandewater, 2012).  This is not the 

reality of charter teachers under the sponsorship of Edwards University. 

 

Charter Renewal and School Closure 

Also, charter schools are not permanent structures in their communities.  Charter 

schools must renew their charters on a scheduled cycle.  Edwards University renews charters 
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every five years.  If a charter school fails academically or fiscally during those five years, the 

university’s charter board has the ability to deny renewal on the next cycle.  In extreme 

circumstances, the state can even force a premature shut down.  Again teachers are left 

unemployed instead of being transferred to another school in the district (if they had tenure).  

I was involved in the closure of a charter school last year.  Over 80 teachers and staff 

lost their jobs due to the schools’ poor achievement scores and fiscal irresponsibility of the 

school leadership.  My role for the last four months of this closure process was to assist 

teachers in finding their personal files, correctly reporting their work history to the state and 

assisting them with the coordination of benefits as the year came to an end.  Teachers 

scrambled to find jobs for the next school year.  Some were even let go without a day’s 

notice in order to trim the budget quickly prior to the end of the school year.  Unfortunately, 

they had no recourse because they were at-will employees without tenure or a union. 

The at-will employment status and charter renewal or state accountability process are 

indeed differences between traditional public school teachers and charter teachers.  Since 

charter teachers have no real job security, it is important to me to help them be as successful 

as possible with the things they can control.  They cannot control the charter renewal process 

or their building’s fiscal health, but they can influence the results of student learning with the 

help of data driven decision-making. 

This study has empowered me as a novice researcher. I have realized that I need to be 

more intentional in my own use of data in my teaching.  I did not know that others saw data 

as anything more than standardized test scores prior to reading the literature and engaging 

with my participants.  I have always made careful considerations about my students’ learning 
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experiences, but this study has reinforced the need to continue the process and share it with 

others.   

More importantly I am empowered because I realized that I have the ability to give a 

voice to charter teachers.  As long as charter schools remain a part of the American 

educational system, I can help create change. Giroux (2008) explains,  

It is important to stress that teachers must take active responsibility for raising various 

questions about what they teach, how they are to teach, and what the larger goals are 

for which they are striving.  This means that they must take a responsible role in 

shaping the purposes and conditions of their work. (p. 202)  

 

 

I have a responsibility to my field and the charter school community to share.  I have gained 

some knowledge about a phenomenon and it should be communicated to others.     
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UMKC SS IRB # 14-106 

 

Consent for Participation in a Research Study 
Data Driven Decision-Making in Midwest Charter Schools:  

 Teachers’ Experiences in the Classroom 

 
Faculty Advisor-Dr. Dianne Smith 

Researcher-Cristina Starks 

 

Request to Participate  

 
You are being asked to take part in a research study that will take place at your school.  

The faculty advisor in charge of this study is Dr. Dianne Smith. While the study will be run by Dr. 

Smith, Cristina Starks will act as the researcher. 

 

The study team is asking you to take part in this research study because you have taught math, 

language arts, or science to secondary students in a charter school under a particular charter school 

authorizer.  Research studies only include people who choose to take part.  This document is called a 

consent form. Please read this consent form carefully and take your time making your decision. The 

researcher will go over this consent form with you. Ask him/her to explain anything that you do not 

understand.  Think about it and talk it over with your family and friends before you decide if you 

want to take part in this research study. This consent form explains what to expect: the risks, 

discomforts, and benefits, if any, if you consent to be in the study. 

 

Background 
 

You will be one of two subjects in the study at your school. About six subjects total will take part 

across the three schools participating in this study. 

 

Purpose 
 

The goal of this study is to capture the experiences concerning data driven decision-making of charter 

school teachers in a particular charter school network.  This study will give insights to the processes 

teachers use and assistance they receive with data driven decision-making within a Midwest charter 

school network.    

 

Procedures  
 

You will be asked to participate in individual journal entries that will be submitted to the researcher 

regarding data driven decision-making.  All journal entry writing will be conducted at a time that is 

convenient for you.  The faculty advisor and researcher will be the only people with access to the 

journal entries. The journal entries will remain secure and confidential in a locked file cabinet after 

they are submitted to the researcher until they are destroyed after year seven. 

 
 

 

Consent Form 
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Version Date: 5/22/2012 
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You will also be asked to participate in individual interview sessions with the researcher regarding 

experiences with data driven decision-making. All interviews will be conducted at a time that is 

convenient for you. Interviews will be scheduled for no more than forty - five (45) minutes. 

Interviews will be recorded using a digital audio recording device, and these records will also remain 

secure and confidential. This informed consent document provides consent for the researcher to 

record the interviews with you. 

 

Finally, you will be asked to participate in individual observations conducted by the researcher 

regarding data driven decision - making. All observations will be conducted at a time that is 

convenient for you. Observations will vary from thirty (30) to sixty (60) minutes in length.  Field 

notes will be taken during observations, and these records will remain secure and confidential.  The 

researcher will review the notes with you for further clarification. These notes will also remain secure 

and confidential. 

 

_______(initial) As a participant I agree to be audio-taped during my interviews.  I cannot opt out of 

the recording if I am a participant in this study.  Taping is required so the researcher can accurately 

describe the experiences of teachers who participate in the study.   

 

If you agree to take part in this study, you will be involved in this study for four to six weeks. 

 

When you are done taking part in this study, you will still have access to the findings.  

  

Participation in this study is voluntary at all times. You may choose not to participate or to withdraw 

your participation at any time without any penalty.  Please contact the researcher in writing or by 

phone at any time if you wish to withdraw from the study. 

 

Risks and Inconveniences  

 
The risks associated with this study are minimal, but do include the additional stress due to the 

participation in a study coupled with the demands of teaching profession.  The breech in 

confidentiality is also a risk to you due to unforeseen circumstances of the data access.  The 

researcher will take all precautions to keep stress to a minimal and the data confidential at all times.    
 

Benefits  

 
Other people may benefit in the future from the information concerning the experiences about the 

data driven decision-making of charter school teachers that comes from this study. 

 

Fees and Expenses  

 
There are no monetary fees or expenses required of the participant. 

 
 

 

Consent Form 
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Compensation  

 
There is no compensation for participating in this study. 

 

Alternatives to Study Participation  

 
The alternative is not to take part in the study  

 

Confidentiality  

 
While we will do our best to keep the information you share with us confidential, it cannot be 

absolutely guaranteed. Individuals from the University of Missouri-Kansas City Institutional Review 

Board (a committee that reviews and approves research studies), Research Protections Program, and 

Federal regulatory agencies may look at records related to this study to make sure we are doing 

proper, safe research and protecting human subjects. The results of this research may be published or 

presented to others. You will not be named in any reports of the results.   

 

Data collected will include journal entries, digital recordings and transcriptions of interviews with 

you, and field notes from the observations, which will be stored in a locked cabinet in the office of the 

researcher. Only the faculty advisor and the researcher will have access to these data. Data from this 

study will be destroyed after seven years. The faculty advisor and researcher may seek publication for 

the written research findings in peer-reviewed research journals in the future. 

 

Contacts for Questions about the Study 

 
You should contact the Office of UMKC’s Social Sciences Institutional Review Board at 816-235-

5927 if you have any questions, concerns or complaints about your rights as a research subject. You 

may call the researcher, Cristina Starks at 816-668-4929 if you have any questions about this study. 

You may also call her if any problems come up.  

 

Voluntary Participation  

 
Taking part in this research study is voluntary. If you choose to be in the study, you are free to stop 

participating at any time and for any reason. If you choose not to be in the study or decide to stop 

participating, your decision will not affect you. The faculty advisor or researcher may stop the study 

or take you out of the study at any time if they decide that it is in your best interest to do so. They 

may do this for medical or administrative reasons or if you no longer meet the study criteria. You will 

be told of any important findings developed during the course of this research.  

 

You have read this Consent Form or it has been read to you. You have been told why this research is 

being done and what will happen if you take part in the study, including the risks and benefits. You 

have had the chance to ask questions, and you may ask questions at any time in the future by calling  
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the researcher, Cristina Starks at 816-668-4929 or the faculty advisor, Dr. Dianne Smith at 816-235-

2458.  By signing this consent form, you volunteer and consent to take part in this research study. The 

researcher will give you a copy of this consent form. 

 

 

__________________________________                            __________________ 

Signature (Volunteer Subject)     Date 

 

 

 

 

__________________________________                             

Printed Name (Volunteer Subject) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

________________________________   __________________ 

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent   Date 

 

 

 

 

________________________________ 

Printed Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
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To Whom It May Concern: 

 

The purpose of this letter is to grant Cristina Starks, a graduate student at the 

University of Missouri Kansas City, permission to conduct research at my 

school building, _____________________________.  The project, “Data 

Driven Decision-Making: Teachers’ Experiences in Midwest Charter Schools 

entails the interviews and observations of teachers in our school building.  I 

understand the results are available after the researcher has completed the study.  

I,  ________________________do hereby grant permission for Cristina Starks 

under the supervision of her faculty advisor, Dianne Smith, to conduct her study 

at my building.   

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please return on school letterhead with a signature in the envelope provided.  
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Participant Recruitment Letter - Principals 

 

 

March 5, 2014 

 

 

To Whom It May Concern: 

 

I am currently beginning the research phase for my doctoral dissertation entitled, 

“Data Driven Decision –Making:  Teachers’ Experiences in Midwest Charter Schools”.    

The goal of this study is to capture the experiences concerning data driven decision-making 

of charter school teachers in a particular charter school network.  This study will give 

insights to the best practices and processes teachers use and the assistance they receive with 

data driven decision-making within a Midwest charter school network.    

 

I would like to ask for your help with participant selection for this study.  Attached is a 

short survey for teachers in your building.  This survey will only gather demographic data on 

teachers in your building.  This data is needed in order to select participants based on specific 

criteria.  

 

This survey is only for 6th-12th grade math, science, and English language arts teachers.  With 

your permission, I would like to disseminate the survey to teachers in your school.  The 

surveys are included and I will arrange pick-up shortly after I receive permission from you.  

Participants who are chosen for the study will be given minimal requirements and consent 

forms prior to commitment.  It is important to note that your school and the teachers will 

remain anonymous in this research.   

 

Please confirm your willingness to allow your teachers to participate via email.  I hope to 

have a response from you by March 12, 2014.  My wish is to advance and grow 

understandings in our charter school network.  I thank you in advance for your cooperation 

with this research study. 

 

 

Sincerely,  

  

 

 

 

Cristina Starks 

cwhfb@umkc.edu 
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Participant Recruitment Letter - Teachers 

 

 

March, 2014 

 

 

Dear Colleague,  

 

My name is Cristina Starks.  I am a Doctoral Student at the University of Missouri – Kansas 

City.  I am also a fellow charter school teacher within our charter school network.  The 

reason for my email to you today is that you have been selected to be a participant in my 

doctoral research study entitled “Data Driven Decision –Making:  Teachers’ Experiences in 

Midwest Charter Schools.”  You were considered an excellent candidate for a participant in 

my study due to your responses from an earlier survey.   

 

You are being asked to take part in a research study because you have taught math, 

language arts or science to secondary students in a charter school for the last three 

years.  The goal of this study is to describe the experiences of teachers concerning data 

driven decision-making in charter schools within a charter school network.  This study will 

also provide detailed descriptions of the data driven decision-making process in three 

different schools.   

 

If you choose to participate in this study you would be asked to do three things: 

 

 Complete 2 journal entries that you would submit to me in response to provided 

journal prompts around data driven decision-making.  The journal entries would be 

conducted at a time that is convenient for you.  I will be the only person reading the 

journal entries and the journal entries will remain secure and confidential.   

 

 Participate in 1-2 individual interview sessions with me regarding your use of data 

to make decisions.  All interviews would be conducted at a time that is convenient for 

you.  Interviews would be scheduled for forty-five (45) minutes and audio taped.  

Interviews would be recorded using a digital recording device, and these records 

would remain secure and confidential. 

 

 Allow me to observe in your classroom on 1-2 occasions so that I may observe 

your use of data driven decision-making.  I will only be observing you.  The focus is 

not on your students, but on your use of data driven decision-making.  All 

observations would be conducted at a time that is convenient for you.  Observations 

would vary from (30) to sixty (60) minutes in length.  I would take observation field 

notes throughout the observation(s) and review them with you. All notes recorded 

from the observations would remain secure and confidential.   

 

The journal entries, interviews and observations would be conducted between now and the 

end of April.  Participation in this study would be voluntary at all times.  My advisor, Dr. 
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Dianne Smith and I will be the only people with access to the data collected during this study.  

Your name, school’s name, email address and any other identifiable information will be 

omitted from your observations, interviews and journal entries during a coding process. All 

data will remain secure and confidential.  It will be stored in a locked filed cabinet.  You can 

choose not to participate or to withdraw your participation at any time without penalty.   

 

If you would like to talk further with me about your participation in this study, feel free to 

email or to contact me at 816-668-4929 at any time.  My advisor’s name is Dr. Dianne Smith.  

Her email contact is smithdia@umkc.edu.  If you could, please let me know by March 31, 

2014, if you are or are not interested in participating in this research study.  Thank you in 

advance for your cooperation. 

 

 

Sincerely,  

 

 

Cristina Starks 
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Midwest Charter Schools Survey 

6th-12th grade Math, Science, and English Language Arts Teachers 

 

Dear Colleagues,  

 

I am currently beginning the research phase for my doctoral dissertation entitled, 

“Data Driven Decision –Making:  Teachers’ Experiences in Midwest Charter Schools”.    

The goal of this study is to capture the experiences concerning data driven decision-making 

of charter school teachers in a particular charter school network.  This study will give 

insights to the processes teachers use and assistance they receive with data driven decision-

making within a Midwest charter school network.    

 

This survey will only gather demographic data on teachers in your building.  This data is 

needed in order to select participants based on specific criteria.  Participants who are chosen 

for the study will be given minimal requirements and consent forms prior to commitment.  If 

selected, my first contact will be with you via email form the address below.  It is important 

to note that your identity and your school’s identity will remain anonymous in this research.   

 

My wish is to advance and grow understandings in our charter school network.  I thank you 

in advance for your cooperation with this research study. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

Cristina Starks 

Doctoral Candidate 

University of Missouri – Kansas City 

cwhfb@umkc.edu 

 

Your E-mail address_________________________________________________________ 

 

Date of Birth (mm/yyyy only) ____________________ Gender__________________ 

 

Current teaching 

assignment__________________________________________________________________

_ 

(subject(s) and grade(s), if applicable) 

  

Total years of teaching   ___________________________   

 

Years of teaching at current school  ___________________________ 

 

Years of teaching current assignment ___________________________ 

 

Please fold this survey, place it in the attached envelope, and return to your principal.   
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Data Sources  

Research Questions Data Sources 

 Interviews Observations Documents 

1.  How do data inform the 

decisions charter 

schoolteachers make in the 

classroom? 

X X X 

A.  How do teachers define 

data driven decision-

making? 

X X  

B.  How do teachers describe 

the use of data in the 

classroom? 

X X X 

C.  What kind of data do 

teachers include when 

making data driven 

decisions? 

X X X 

D.  What kinds of support are 

received from others about 

the process of data driven 

decision-making?  

 

X  X 
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Journal Prompts 

7. How do you feel about your abilities to use data to inform decisions in the 

classroom? 

8. What kinds of supports do you feel would be most helpful in assisting you 

with data driven decision-making in your classroom? 

 

 

 

 

 

Interview Questions 

The following questions will be used during the interviews: 

1. How do you define data based decision-making? 

2. What kind of data do you use or include when making data driven decisions? 

3. Describe the training have you received concerning data driven decision-

making at their current school or in the past. 

4. How does data driven decision-making influence your teaching? 

5. Describe Edwards University’s impact on your use of data decision-making in 

the classroom. 
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Observation Field Notes Template 

 

Teacher’s Name  

Observer’s Name Cristina Starks 

Grade Level  

Setting 
Room Number: 

School: 

Date of Observation  

Time of Observation  

Participants 

Makeup of students present: 

Role of the observer: 

Content taught during observation: 

 

Field Notes: Observer’s Comments: 

Evidence of data to inform classroom 

practices (list data used): 

 

 

Grouping: 

 

 

 

 

 

Instruction: 

 

 

 

 

 

Assignments/Activities: 

 

 

 

Other: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Reflections following the observation: 
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Methods for Data Collection 

Setting  Maximum Variation 

Sample (3 sites) 

Using data from Department 

of Elementary and 

Secondary Education within 

the charter school network 

Participants  Criterion Sample (5 

participants) 

-use demographic survey 

Preferred 3 years of service, 

middle or high school, math, 

science, or English language 

arts 

Documents  DesCartes 

 Participant Journals  

Two journals based on 

research questions 

Interviews   Initial Interview 

 Follow up Interview if 

needed  

Use semi-structured 

interviews and the 

preselected questions 

Observations  Initial observation 

 Meet with participant for 

member check and 

clarification. 

Observation of teacher 

using data driven decision-

making 

Field Notes  Notes taken during 

observations  

The descriptions of what my 

eyes see and my ears hear 

and anything else my sense 

capture that pertain to data 

driven decision – making. 

 

Reflexive 

Journal 

 Periodic journal from 

principal investigator 

 

As the principal investigator 

I wrote in a journal 

throughout my study to 

articulate my biases, 

thoughts surrounding 

methodology, and ideas 

concerning data analysis. 

Member Checking  Transcripts 

 Findings 

Participants read through 

transcripts, and final report 

to look for bias, 

assumptions, and accuracy. 
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