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Class Summary of Test Results

Strand: Reading (64%)

Comprehension

Determine a text’s main (or major) ideas and how those ideas are supported with 
details. (80%)

Distinguish fact and opinion in various texts. (71%)

Find similarities and differences across texts, such as, in treatment, scope, or 
organization. (44%)

Paraphrase and summarize text to recall, inform, and organize ideas. (65%)

n

n

n

n

Literary Concepts

Identify the purposes of different types of texts, such as to inform, infl uence, express, 
or entertain. (49%)

Recognize the distinguishing features of genres, including biography, historical fi ction, 
informational texts, and poetry. (76%)

Understand and identify literary terms, such as title, author, illustrator, playwright, 
theater, stage, act, dialogue, and scene, across a variety of literary forms (texts). (66%)

n

n

n

44%)
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What is the process for achieving data-driven instruction?

First: Target areas where students are having diffi culty. This is basically a sorting exercise 
to identify 

strengths—areas in which the class as a whole did quite well 

challenges—areas in which the class did fairly well but were not strong

critical needs—areas in which the class did not perform well

The sample Class Summary shows that students struggle with fi nding similarities and 
differences across texts (in Comprehension) and editing their own work for sentence 
structure, usage, and word choice (in Writing Process).

The sorting is not based simply on which strands received the highest or lowest scores. 
It is based on criteria that place class performances into three categories. Typically, you 
look at the average percentage of all items answered correctly in each strand and apply 
predetermined criteria. For example: 

Strength: 80% or higher—Most students were able to answer correctly the majority of 
questions on the tested content.

Challenge: 65%–79%—Most students had a moderate understanding of the tested 
content.

Critical Need: less than 65%—Most students struggled with the tested content.

To select targets for data-driven instruction, start with the Critical Needs strands. In the 
sample, the strands for Reading (64%) and Writing (64%) both qualify as Critical Needs. 
Next, you will select standards or grade-level expectations within those strands for 
intervention. It is usually more effective to target improvement efforts on a limited number 
of concepts, so focus intervention on two or three areas.

Second: Focus on specifi c needs. After identifying the Critical Needs strands, drill down 
within a strand. Look at the grade-level expectations and do an item analysis of the skills 
and concepts. 

In the targeted strands, are there specifi c skills or concepts your students understand? Can 
you build on instruction using those skills? 

Are there specifi c areas in which students have diffi culty? What are the weakest areas? more instruction.

The item analysis
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Remember that when you review a single strand, you are seeing a sample of the concepts 
and skills within that domain. It is not possible to assess the full range of skills for every 
possible grade-level expectation. A test that did so would be too long and ineffi cient. 
However, well-chosen samples of the expected skills will provide a general refl ection of what 
students know and can apply in that area.

If they are available, an examination of answer choices can provide additional insights into 
student understanding. Many test-item distracters are selected because they represent 
common errors. If many students select a single wrong answer, it can suggest a commonly 
held misconception. Generally, you should take care not to isolate test items as “fragments” 
to be taught. This would be teaching to the test, an ineffective and unethical practice. 
Rather, look for clusters or patterns within the items that help clarify what students know 
and do not know. This tells you where previous instruction was effective and where more 
instruction is needed.

Analysis of test data to provide instructional focus can be done for a single test but is more 
effective when multiple pieces of information are brought to the process. Review student 
work samples or look across several tests. Has a particular skill or strand been a challenge or 
critical need over time, on the state test, on other benchmark tests, on basal chapter tests? 
The more clearly and fully you understand what students know and are able to do, the more 
easily you can plan effective instruction.

Third: Plan effective instruction. It’s not enough to administer and score a test. Teachers 
must understand what the test results mean in terms of what students know and are able to 
do. It is not enough to target low-performance strands for improvement without focusing on 
specifi c concepts and skills within those strands. 

But the real heart of data-driven decision making is instruction. Teachers have to plan, develop, 
and deliver appropriate lessons to address focal skills and concepts. The results from schools 
that use a data-driven approach to instruction indicate that it can be an effective way to ensure 
that students learn standards. The approach helps raise student achievement in the process.

To plan effective instruction, you must fi rst backmap the concepts and skills related to 
student understanding and application. Backmapping is analyzing a grade-level expectation 
to identify the prerequisite skills and knowledge needed to meet the expectation. 
Information on prerequisite skills can help pinpoint conceptual problems. 

Here is an example of backmapping for an expectation from the Comprehension section of 
the sample Class Summary:

Paraphrase and summarize text to recall, inform, and organize ideas (65%) 

ability to identify key words (nouns and verbs) in text

ability to identify the main idea of a sentence or paragraph

ability to order events or statements appropriately

ability to recognize the relative importance of events or statements

Test results indicate that the class, as a whole, knows how to identify main ideas (Determine 
a text’s main ideas [80%]), which also suggests that they have an understanding of key 
words. Where they are weak, then, is in their ability to judge relative importance and 
possibly in their ability to order appropriately the ideas they have identifi ed.

n

n

n

n

Principles of Data-Driven Instruction
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Note: To build community focus on the importance of data-driven instruction and to allow 
teachers to share their efforts, encourage them to work in collaborative grade-level or cross-
grade groups to complete these steps in the Target, Focus, and Plan process.

How does the cycle for data-driven instruction work?

As you have seen, there are three distinct steps described within the process of data-driven 
instruction.

Target strands where student achievement is low.

Focus on specifi c needs within those targeted areas. 

Plan instruction to address those needs.

The Target–Focus–Plan process sounds linear, like a 1, 2, 3 sequence, but it is better 
described as circular. As successive benchmark tests or chapter tests are given, the three steps 
are repeated. The cycle of Target, Focus, and Plan continually refi nes the instruction needed 
to support students’ learning of the grade-level standards. 

The key elements of the data-driven decision-making cycle is the use of student data as 
feedback on the effectiveness of instruction. Inherent in the cycle are two questions that lay 
at the heart of good teaching:

What evidence do I have that what I am doing is working?

How will I respond if what I am doing is not working?

What is the role of the administrator?

Administrative support for data-driven instruction is crucial. In your role as a leader, 
emphasize the importance of using data gained from standardized tests to focus and 
plan instruction. Set expectations and give ongoing support for the process by providing 
teachers with appropriate training, preparation time, and mentoring during the learning and 
implementation process.

As teachers learn to use data to drive their instruction, you will be able to observe indications 
of their efforts in their preparation for and delivery of instruction. Teachers will have materials 
that refl ect an analysis of the data, notations in lesson plans of targeted learning objectives, 
and instructional strategies selected to support critical areas of need. (See Appendix I for 
Data-Driven Instruction Observation Checklist.) 

1.

2.

3.

n

n

Principles of Data-Driven Instruction



C
o

p
yr

ig
h

t 
©

 b
y 

T
h

e
 M

c
G

ra
w

-H
ill

 C
o

m
p

a
n

ie
s,

 I
n

c
.

The Leadership Handbook—An Administrator’s Quick Reference Guide Principles of Data-Driven Instruction 



C
o

p
yr

ig
h

t 
©

 b
y 

T
h

e
 M

c
G

ra
w

-H
ill

 C
o

m
p

a
n

ie
s,

 I
n

c
.

The Leadership Handbook—An Administrator’s Quick Reference Guide Appendix I1 110

Planning

 Teacher has collected appropriate data (e.g., standardized tests, benchmark tests, chapter 
tests, and homework).

 There is evidence that the teacher has completed a general analysis (identifying content 
strands that need to be addressed).

 There is evidence that the teacher has completed an item analysis (identifying specifi c 
student expectations that need to be addressed).

 Lesson plans 

 include objectives or concepts on the target list

 specifi cally state the purpose or focus of small-group or partner work

 include multiple, alternative approaches for concept instruction

 Classroom is organized to support various kinds of work or instruction (e.g., computer stations, 
table(s) for small-group work, areas for partner work, and areas for whole-group instruction.

Classroom Instruction

 There is differentiated instruction to address the needs of students at different levels of learning:

 Leveled materials are used with various student groups (i.e., not everyone is in the basal 
text nor is instruction limited to the basal text).

 Students have opportunities for independent work, partner work, group work, and one-
on-one time with teacher, as needed.

 Direct instruction involves more than one approach or model for each concept that is 
being taught.

 There is a high level of student engagement with the assigned work: 80%–90% of students 
are actively engaged in a lesson that is appropriately challenging*:

 Students are on task.

 Student discussions are task based.

*When students can achieve an 80%–90% success rate with a task, they are more likely to engage with their assigned 
work. If work is too easy or too diffi cult, engagement is likely to go down.

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

❒

Data-Driven Instruction Observation Checklist
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Directions In the spaces provided give a brief description of the way you use each type of 
assessment in your classroom. Then, indicate if there is any additional training you would like to 
receive in the use of any of these types of assessment.

 

Is there any additional training you would like to receive in the use of any of these types of 
assessment?   __________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________
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Directions With your partner, discuss and record the informal assessments that allow you 
to determine to what extent students are progressing toward mastery. Also consider and 
record the kinds of formative assessments that can be used to assess mastery of learning goals 
and objectives.




