Data in Action

GPAs

and course accumulations line up with state
college-entrance requirements. Districts update
their student-level data three times a year, says
Ralph Aiello, who coordinates high school guidance
for the 256,000-student Broward County district,
based in Fort Lauderdale.

Informing Policy Decisions

A Report Card for High Schools
The Florida High School Feedback Report shows how students at every high school in the state fared on the following measures. This
report, for Cooper City High School for 2007, compares its data with information for the Broward County district and the state of Florida.
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STATE

Percent of 2007 graduates who scored at level 3 or better on the 10th grade Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test in:
Both reading and math

“We want to make sure they are aware of their opportunities,” Aiello says of students, “and they have
exposure to a wide array of opportunities, and we
keep all those opportunities open to them.”
State budget woes have placed more pressure on
Sellers and his colleagues to show the value of the
data systems, which have been supported by a legislative requirement that a portion of education dollars be spent on data collection and use.
“It puts the responsibility back on us to show our
value and worth,” Sellers says. “From that perspective, it continues to motivate us to make sure we
are up to speed being relevant to do the things that
need to be done.”
The move beyond using the data warehouse as a
compliance tool, and more as a resource to inform
school-level policy, is key, he says: “The data warehouse is becoming an integral part of how we do
business in Florida.”
Siwek, the Cooper City High postsecondary guidance counselor, says she tries to get students to
understand early the implications of their course
selections, grades, and test scores for clearing admissions hurdles.
“When colleges are looking at students, they are
looking at data,” she says. “A lot of times, they don’t
read the essays from public schools. They are looking at data for acceptance, so that’s what I look at.”
Aiello says using data to help ensure teenagers
are prepared for the next step beyond high school
isn’t a luxury, but a necessity, especially in districts
with as many students as Broward County has.
“Everything is data-driven these days. We are
trying to work smarter,” he says. “We need to make
sure we are doing everything we can, because we
don’t want our kids falling through the cracks.” ■

DISTRICT

51.2%

41.7%

43.8%

76.9

63.7

59.6

PSAT

92.3

82.8

68.9

PLAN

NA

NA

9.58

Percent of 2007 graduates who completed a college-prep curriculum:
Percent of students who took PSAT or PLAN test two years prior to graduation year:

Percent of 2007 graduates who took the SAT / ACT / CPT and scored at or above college-level cut scores:
Math (SAT)

77.2

64.6

69.9

Verbal (SAT)

72.6

65.5

71.2

Math (ACT)

69.3

53.9

56.6

Reading (ACT)

72.9

62.4

67.2

English (ACT)

69.3

60.7

66.6

Math (CPT)

41.2

34.9

37.6

Reading (CPT)

44.7

40.2

46.2

Writing (CPT)

65.3

59.2

62.1

Percent of 2007 graduates who completed at least one AP, IB, AICE, or dual-enrollment course:

79.5

66.7

56.2

Percent of 2007 graduates enrolled in college-credit courses in fall 2007 at Florida public postsecondary institution earning GPA above 2.0:
76.0

76.8

75.7

Of the graduates enrolled in a college math course in Florida in fall, the percent who successfully completed the course:
Remedial math (non-college credit)

36.9

53.9

57.4

Intermediate Algebra (for elective credit only)

47.9

55.3

63.0

Entry-level math (for math credit)

60.7

61.6

64.3

Advanced math

55.2

60.1

59.4

Of the graduates enrolled in a college English course in Florida in fall, the percent who successfully completed the course:
Remedial reading or writing

65.4

77.9

80.5

Freshman Comp I or II

77.4

80.9

79.1

Other college-level English

88.6

91.0

90.5

Note: PLAN is ACT’s 10th grade test; CTP is Florida’s college-placement test; AICE is the Advanced International Certificate of Education.
SOURCE: Florida Department of Education

COMMENTARY
characteristics and assignments, courses
and enrollment.
But state leaders are not interested in
compiling data for data’s sake. Our goal
is to put data systems to work so that by
the time our students graduate from high
school, we can award them a diploma with
confidence that they are well prepared for
the real world that awaits them.
A sound approach requires longitudinal
data systems that follow individual
students’ progress over time. Access to
data on student performance allows
policymakers to know the state’s real
graduation rate and the percentage
of high school graduates who must
take remedial courses in college;
superintendents to understand which
schools produce the strongest academic
growth for their students; principals
to know which grades, programs, and
teachers are having the greatest success;
teachers to know where their incoming
students need help and whether their
outgoing students are succeeding; and
parents to know exactly how their
children are progressing.
To achieve these goals, state
longitudinal-data systems geared
to making the high school diploma
count should have the following five
characteristics:
1. Start with early-childhood education,
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collecting demographic and assessment
data on children in all early-childhoodeducation programs—not just those
provided by school districts—and linking
the data to the students’ K-12 records.
Pennsylvania is at the forefront in this
regard.
2. Measure each student’s annual
academic growth, providing teachers and
parents with a record of whether every
child is making progress, in addition to
whether he or she is currently on grade
level.
3. Provide early-warning signs no later
than middle school to alert parents,
teachers, and principals that a student
needs help—guiding the creation of an
individual achievement plan based on the
student’s weaknesses.
4. Include diagnostic tools for core high
school classes to provide regular feedback
on the skills that students are mastering
and where they are struggling, so
interventions can be successfully deployed
and educators can make midcourse
corrections.
5. Link pre-K-12 records to college
matriculation, retention, and graduation
data, as well as to workforce information,
to track student success after graduation.
But none of this matters—none of
it—unless we do a better job translating
data into a format that is truly useful

to classroom teachers, and unless we
hold our principals and superintendents
accountable for creating a school culture
that revolves around working with data,
talking about data, and using data to
change teaching practice and deploy
financial resources.
In Pennsylvania, we have taken steps
in this direction—requiring all principals
to receive training that includes a heavy
dose of how to use data, and vastly
improving our district- and building-level
data tools to make them more userfriendly.
But like many other states, we are
still struggling with how to create the
teacher-level “data dashboard,” and the
accompanying training, that teachers see
as a real tool to help them be successful.
In addition, we have a state-level
responsibility to use these same data
to ensure that students have access to
the opportunity to learn. Course-taking
patterns that show low-income students
being shepherded away from college-prep
classes; achievement data that suggest
the newest teachers are being deployed
to the toughest schools, with pernicious
outcomes; and program-evaluation data
that indicate we are not getting a return
on certain taxpayer investments must
all be seen as cause for alarm and, most
importantly, action.

J

ust a few months ago,
Pennsylvania’s independent healthcare watchdog announced that the
number of patients who died from
hospital-acquired infections dropped by
300 from 2006 to 2007, when our new
quality-control law was in effect for six
months.
When used to change the way we do
business, data systems work.
Thankfully, President Barack Obama
and U.S. Secretary of Education Arne
Duncan included $250 million in the
American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act to support state efforts to implement
longitudinal-data systems, and they
have wisely linked state commitment
on this issue to the deployment of fiscalstabilization and “Race to the Top”
investments from the federal economicstimulus money.
Now, it’s up to policymakers and
educators to take advantage of this oncein-a-lifetime opportunity to do the right
thing for our students and our economic
future. ■
Edward G. Rendell is the governor of
Pennsylvania. He and Gerald Zahorchak,
the Pennsylvania secretary of education,
were honored in 2008 by the Data Quality
Campaign for their state’s focus on education data.

