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low Can Schools
Setter Use Data to
Personalize Learmning?

A Conversation with Alex Seeskin

16 | ocrtoser 2019

By Tara Smith

hile most US high-school stu-
dents aspire to earn a college
degree, less than one in three
succeed. One of the primary
goals of the University of Chi-
cago’s To&Through Project

is to empower K-12 educators with the research,

data, and resources they need to move more stu-

dents to and through high school and college.

“Our work is research based and practice driv-
en,” says Alex Seeskin, director of the To&Through
Project and one of the authors of “Using Data to
Improve Schools from the Ground Up”

Knowing that data can be critical for educa-
tors as they help students learn and achieve their
potential is one thing, but applying the often
overwhelming amount of data in practice is an-
other. “We're data rich and information poor;,” says
Seeskin. He identifies some key areas of focus for
districts as they seek to harness the power of data:
identifying barriers to student success, building
systems to curate data, professional learning—and
patience.

SMOOTHING TRANSITIONS

“One of the biggest problems facing schools
is the transitions students have to navigate all the
time—between grade levels, schools, and even
classes,” says Seeskin. “Students are vulnerable
at each one of these, as they move from one set
of relationships and systems to another. It’s hard
to personalize experiences for students when we
don't know what challenges or successes they
faced in the last grade, school, or class. When a
student moves from a math to an English class,
for example, the English teacher often has no idea
what's happening in that math class and how that
student is interacting with material in math”

It’s critically important, therefore, for teachers
to look at data together. Only when they have a
holistic picture of each individual student can
they personalize learning and offer the support
students need. This is especially true of SEL, says
Seeskin. “We encourage schools to build these

structures and to make it a priority for teachers to
talk together about common students and shared
groups of students”

Research also shows that a student’s GPA and
attendance are much better indicators of future
success than test scores, which tend to predict test
scores, Seeskin says. “So we need to understand
and pay attention to those indicators as we inter-
vene and personalize work with students”

| SEE THIS A LOT—A
SCHOOL CAN HAVE
ALL OF THE DATA
AND RESOURCES
THEY-NEED, BUT THEY
DON'T SEE IMMEDIATE
CHANGE AND GO
LOOKING FOR A
SILVER BULLET.”

CURATING DATA

“Schools and practitioners often feel they’re
drowning in data, and time is a valuable resource,”
says Seeskin. “The key is to help them curate the
data so they know what to pay attention to when—
at different times of the school year, for example.
We need to build tools that funnel the right data
to schools and practitioners—and that also funnel
the data they don’t need away from them. Data
needs to be understandable and accessible so
teachers can make decisions quickly.”

Practitioners need support as they learn to use
data and make these data-based decisions. Profes-
sional learning should include a technical compo-
nent as well, Seeskin says, to ensure that the tech-
nical problems most schools face don’t sabotage
adaptive learning. Trust and collaboration are also
key building blocks to success. “There needs to be
trust between the system and practitioners and
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discussions around who's best equipped to make
decisions at different levels within a district,” say
Seeskin. “And it’s important to take time to cons:
with other schools facing similar challenges”

PLAYING THE LONG GAME

“This is incredibly challenging and compli-
cated work, and there are very few easy answers,
says Seeskin. “I see this a lot—a school can have
all of the data and resources they need, but they
don'’t see immediate change and go looking for a
silver bullet. I see systems and schools ping-
ponging between new initiatives every year. That
type of change is frustrating, exhausting, and oft:
demoralizing”

Instead, he says, schools need to be comfort-
able with somewhat slow, incremental progress.
“We have to play the long game and build system:
and structures and a culture that enable us to
invest in process over results. We have to have
patience. We can’t change a school in a year. Wh
you take the longer view, you begin to think abos
gaining trust and buy-in from those who matter
most and crafting solutions alongside them.

This patient view of the bigger picture appli
to every step of the process, beginning with the
launch. “I'm a huge believer in starting with on
thoughtfully chosen school, grade level, or even
teacher rather than launching a new initiative
across 100 schools tomorrow. There's real powe:
with starting with an N of 1 and going slowly,
recognizing that there will be failure. It’s prob-
ably not going to work the first time, but that
just means you haven't figured out how this ap-
proach works in your context. When the systen
is willing to iterate with the first school, by the
time they get to the second or tenth school, the
intervention is more mature, and they’re able tc
offer better guidance and respond more quickly
When you give interventions or initiatives a
chance to adapt to the surrounding context, the
work much more often.”

The research, stories, and resources at
https://toandthrough.uchicago.edu illustrate how
To&Through's research-based and practice-drive
work is impacting schools and students.
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Researchers and practitioners from the University of

Chicago Consortium on School Research (UChicago
Consortium), the Network for College Success (NCS),
and The To&~Through Project explain their “practice-

driven” approach to data in Practice-Driven Data:

Lessons from Chicago’s Approach to Research, Data,

and Practice in Education. The UChicago Consortium
has conducted more than two decades of research on
Chicago Public Schools (CPS) and helps build capac-

ity for school reform by identifying what matters most
for school improvement and student success. NCS helps
build CPS high school leaders’ capacity to respond to
emerging research and data with actionable strategies for
improvement through ongoing professional learning. The
To&~Through Project is an initiative that utilizes NCS
and the UChicago Consortium as partners to integrate
research, data, and professional learning to move more
students to and through high school and college. This
combination of research, data, and professional learning
has yielded significant improvements in CPS students’
educational attainment, as well as some important
lessons with implications for educators in Chicago and
across the country. These lessons are:

1. PREPARE
Build Capacity to Facilitate Hard Conversations

Using data to guide school improvement means that the conversation around the data is just as
important as the data itself. In order for data to improve student outcomes, educators must be
able to use data in conversations about their practice. Our work in Chicago has underscored the
importance of building educator capacity to have hard data conversations that clarify what the
problem is and what the solutions might be. This requires investing in the capability of one perso
or a few people at a school to lead data-driven conversations, and it also requires strong school
leadership to support a culture of data-driven improvement.

2. FOCUS
Prioritize Research-Based Indicators

In a relatively short period of time, CPS, like a great many school districts across the country,
moved from a system in which educators were thirsty for any data to one where they could
drown in data if they weren’t careful. The proliferation of data meant that educators needed to
find ways to focus their discussions on the most important data. It’s the role of researchers to
work with educators and develop high-leverage indicators that can help them focus on what
matters the most for future student outcomes. Data system designers can then integrate these
indicators into the data that reaches schools. Finally, educators and school leaders can then
incorporate this data into their ongoing work, using these indicators to track progress and
examine patterns both within and across schools.

3. MAKE MEANING
Develop Shared Ownership over the Implications of Research

When using data for improvement, accessible research findings give school and district leaders tt
opportunity to infuse their data work with research evidence. This in turn builds educators’ sense
of ownership over the problems of practice raised by the research as well as their commitment to
changing adult practice to improve student outcomes.

4. STRATEGIZE
Use the Right Data at the Right Time

Decision making in schools varies from big-picture strategy to fine-tuning interventions with
individual students. Each of these decisions—and everything in between—benefit from the right
data at the right time. The data system should provide schools with different data for different
levels of decisions, with researchers evaluating popular strategies across contexts to determine th:
potential for scale.

5. DISRUPT
Identify and Stop Inequity

Decades of public discussion on the need to reduce achievement gaps has done little to produce
more equitable outcomes for American students. In Chicago, we use data not only to highlight
differences in student achievement, but also to push educators to examine the beliefs, practices,
and institutional conditions that create inequitable outcomes for our youth across the district.
Everything from the intentionality of the conversations at the school to the organization of the
data ecosystem to the design of the research itself has implications for equity.

Taken together, these five lessons from Practice-Driven Data: Lessons from Chicago’s Ap-
proach to Research, Data, and Practice in Education form an approach to data use that focuses
stakeholders at various levels on the most important goals and features of a data ecosystem that
has the potential to catalyze systematic improvements in student outcomes.

An excerpt from the December 2018 report New Knowledge and Developments in Public Educa-
tion, published by the University of Chicago’s Urban Education Institute.



