
Building a Robust Data 
System in Washington

How E• ective Use of Data Can Improve 
Instruction and Student Achievement

October 2011



Today, high school students can keep track of their 
grades online, parents can compare test scores 
among the middle schools they are considering for 
their child, and teachers can devise strategies to help 
struggling students based on their ªdata dashboardsº 
of progress.

If Washington state's goal is for all students to 
graduate from high school ready for college and 
careers, a key component to reaching this goal must 
be a statewide data system that tracks the right 
indicators and is simple and nimble enough for both 
educators and policymakers to use.

• e state must invest in a data system that is able 
to link students and teachers across time; determine  
which student are making progress, and which 
students need extra help; determine which teachers 
are high-performing, and which teachers require 
additional professional development; and identify 
successful interventions that result in student 
achievement. Finally, the system should not only 
gather information, but  allow users to easily access 
and analyze the data. Without these components, 
improving school accountability and raising student 
achievement is much more di€  cult. 

Moving From 
Infrastructure to Data-
Driven Decision Making
• ough Washington has made great strides in 
improving its data system, much work remains. 
In 2007, the state mandated the creation of a new 
o€  ce within the O€  ce of Financial Management, 
the Education Research and Data Center (ERDC), 
charged with analyzing issues in the K-12, early 
childhood, higher education, and workforce sectors. 
Most recently, in 2009, the Legislature approved 
ERDC to seek funding in support of creating a 
single statewide longitudinal data system to link data 
from di! erent agencies for research and analysis. 
ERDC has already taken steps toward this work by 
matching K-12 data with postsecondary data from 
two- and four-year institutions.i  

• e Data Quality Campaign (DQC) is a national 
e! ort that supports the work of state leaders to 
improve the use of high-quality education data.  
According to the DQC, Washington is one of only 
11 states with a statewide longitudinal data system 
that meets the DQC's ªten essential elementsº of a 
longitudinal data system. (Figure 1)

We live in the age of information.  With an Internet connection 
and a few keystrokes, a startling amount of data, on every subject 

imaginable, is available. Education is no di! erent.
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Figure 1: Data Quality Campaign Essential Elements and State Actions
Source: Data Quality Campaign, February 2010.

DQC Essential Elements DQC State Actions

A unique student identi• er
Student-level enrollment, 
demographic and program 
participation

Ability to match individual 
students' test records from 
year to year to measure 
academic growth

Information on untested 
students

A teacher identi• er system 
with the ability to match 
teachers to students

Student-level transcript 
information, including 
information on courses 
completed and grades 
earned

Student-level college 
readiness test scores
*WA lacks the ability to track 
student-level AP scores

Student-level graduation 
and dropout data

Ability to match student 
records between the P-12 
and postsecondary systems

A state data audit system 
assessing data quality, 
validity and reliability

Link data systems across the P-20/
workforce pipelines

Create stable, sustained support for 
robust state longitudinal data systems

Develop governance structures to 
guide data collection, sharing and use

Build state data repositories that 
integrate student, sta! , • nancial and 
facility data

Implement systems to provide all 
stakeholders with timely access to 
the information they need while 
protecting student privacy

Create progress reports with 
individual student data that provide 
information educators, parents and 
students can use to improve student 
performance

Create reports that include 
longitudinal statistics on school 
systems and groups of students to 
guide school-, district-, and state-level 
improvement e! orts

Develop a research agenda and 
collaborate with universities, 
researchers and intermediary 
groups to explore the data for useful 
information

Implement policies to ensure 
educators know how to access, 
analyze and use data appropriately

Promote strategies to raise awareness 
of available data and ensure that all 
key stakeholders know how to access, 
analyze and use the information
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In a 2009 survey, the DQC asked states about 
ten concrete actions they are taking to ensure 
proper access, understanding, and use of data. 
From this survey, the DQC identi• ed ten  
actions that states should take in order to ensure 
that data systems are capable of informing 
education policies and practices. (Figure 1) 
Washington is among the majority of states that 
has implemented three or fewer of the DQC's 
ten state actions. As such, the state's next 
generation of data improvement e! orts must 
focus on these areas. 

Building data systems with the ten elements 
and ten concrete actions takes both resources 
and political will. While Washington has 
successfully addressed many key barriers, 
a number of hurdles remain, including the 
technological capability to link across agencies, 
sta!  capacity to collect and screen the data, 
and professional development for teachers 
and administrators in the • eld to analyze the 
information. 

With the ten essential elements and ten state 
actions in place, Washington and other states 
must answer the following key questions:

· Which schools are producing the greatest 
academic gains for their students? What 
can we learn from them?

· What percentage of students need remedial 
courses in college? Which high schools 
do they attend, and what assistance can be 
provided to those schools and students?

· What are the strongest predictors of 
postsecondary success and college 
readiness ± high grades, strong SAT 
scores, enrollment in Advanced Placement 
courses?

· What indicators are most associated with 

students' dropping out ± poor attendance, 
poor grades, disciplinary problems? Can 
those warning signs be determined earlier?

· What information do families need to 
make sound decisions about their child's 
education? 

The Road Ahead 
for Washington's 
Longitudinal Data 
System
Washington must make continued progress to 
ensure that the state's longitudinal data system 
enables educators, families and policymakers 
to make the most e! ective use of data. " is 
work is crucial because, currently, Washington's 
multiple education data systems need greater 
coordination and coherence. Establishing 
continuity between the state's three primary 
data systems will allow for more transparent, 
robust and comprehensive data:ii

 
· K-12: Comprehensive Education Data and 

Research Systems (CEDARS), maintained 
by the O#  ce of the Superintendent of 
Public Instruction. 

· Community and technical colleges: 
Student Information System, maintained 
by the State Board for Community and 
Technical Colleges. 

· Higher education: Public Centralized 
Higher Education Enrollment System 
(PCHEES), maintained by the O#  ce of 
Financial Management and jointly owned 
by the Higher Education Coordinating 
Board. 

 
As noted above, Washington is one of 11 states 
to meet all ten of the DQC's essential elements. 
One missing link that the DQC does not count 
against Washington's ranking is nonetheless 
a crucial piece of the college readiness puzzle 
± the ability to collect and track student-
level Advanced Placement (AP) scores. " is 
information is important to compile, so school 
leaders can easily tell:

· Which schools and districts are enrolling 
greater numbers of students, as well as 
students of color in higher-level AP courses.

· How students are faring on AP exams, 
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Professional 
Development on 

Data Systems

As a longitudinal 
data system is being 
created, the state has 
an obligation to help 
school districts learn 
how to use it for school 
improvement.  The 
Council of Chief State 
School O•  cers has 
outlined several roles 
for state departments 
of education in 
providing professional 
development for data 
systems:

· Such professional 
development should 
include data quality 
and e€ ective data 
use.

· The state can build 
awareness among 
districts of available 
tools for improving 
data use.

· The state can 
maintain a best 
practices library.

· The state already 
plays a critical role 
in certi• cation 
requirements 
for teachers and 
administrators. 
As such, it can 
require pre-service 
coursework in 
e€ ective data use.

Source: What is the role 
of the State Education 
Agency in providing Local 
Education Agencies with 
access to key data for 
instruction?  October 2007. 
Council for Chief State 
School O•  cers, www.
ccsso.org/eimac. 
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which enable them to attain college credit.
· Which students are not taking any AP courses ± one indicator 

of college readiness.

With Washington attaining just three of the ten state actions on data 
accessibility, there is little state guidance on data use and quality, 
particularly for stakeholders such as families. Many districts can 
access data and produce reports for teachers and families. But the 
user-friendliness of these reports varies widely. 

Moreover, Washington has no consistent professional development 
for schools or districts geared to improving the use, analysis, and 
publication of data. • ough some school systemsÐsuch as Seattle 
Public Schools and the districts served by Education Service 
District (ESD) 105Ðdo have this capacity, the state does not have 
an early warning system that can provide all districts with real-time 
information on students in danger of dropping out of school.

Exemplary Data Systems: 
Benchmarks for Washington State
Judging by the ever-growing number of states expanding their 
longitudinal data systems, there are many best practice models 
across the country.

Arkansas
Arkansas is recognized by the DQC for having a ªpremium 
educational data system.º Arkansas is one of 11 states to meet 
the DQC's ten criteria for a longitudinal data system that follows 
student progress from preschool through college. • e data system 
can link student performance data to teachers, and allow for the 
electronic transfer of student transcripts and other records. • e 
state's K-12 leadership has prioritized improving the utilization of 
the system to impact student outcomes.

Florida
No state collects more data about its education system than 
Florida.  • e mission of the Division of Accountability, Research 
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Transparency 
in Performance 
Management

Seattle Public Schools
In November 2009, the Seattle Public Schools 
released a district scorecard to give the 
public and families a snapshot of district-wide 
performance.  It includes district-wide academic 
data as well as key operational metrics that 
show how district services, like transportation 
and maintenance, directly support schools.  The 
scorecard shows both where academic growth 
has been made as well as where that rate of 
growth puts the district in terms of meeting its 
• ve-year goals. 

Many of these measures were de• ned and 
tracked for the • rst time in a more nuanced way. 
The • rst scorecard allowed parents to learn, for 
example, that progress has been made in closing 
achievement gaps, although disparities remain. 
And elementary math and reading scores remain 
relatively € at ± but the number of students 
exceeding standards has grown, allowing for 
mid-course adjustments. 

For an example of the easy-to-read district 
scorecard, visit: http://www.seattleschools.org/
area/strategicplan/20091110_District_Scorecard.
pdf  

In November 2010, the district will release 
new annual school reports that will provide a 
snapshot of school performance on common 
academic measures, as well as real-time 
information on math and reading performance.  
School sta•  will be able to access this data 
through an academic data warehouse that will 
provide dashboards that track student growth 
on key metrics like academic performance, 
attendance and course completion and passage 
rates.

These scorecards are example of how 
performance management ± tracking indicators 
so personnel can be held accountable ± can be 
transparent and understood by the public. 

Source: Seattle Public Schools 
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and Measurement is to provide education data and 
leadership to support high standards, continually 
improve achievement, and facilitate student 
opportunities throughout Florida's K-20 education 
system. • e Florida Department of Education's data 
warehouse is nationally recognized for its wealth of 
information on students - from preschool, through 
college and into the workforce. 

As part of this data warehouse, the state produces a 
ªHigh School Feedback Reportº and ªPerformance 
on Common Placement Testsº report, which helps 
Florida's high schools gauge how well they are 
preparing their students for college and beyond. • e 
report includes information on how well graduates 
have done on college admissions tests and in 
college courses. • is data is also linked to Florida's 
community colleges, colleges, and universities, so 
high schools can see how many of their students 
were required to take remedial coursework, the 
percentage who pass freshman math and English, 
and what percentage of graduates were able to 
maintain a 2.0 GPA or higher in college.iii  

• e state is now in the process of ensuring that 
various agencies serving youth and families, ranging 
from health and human services to education, can 
pool data so caseworkers can improve services.iv

Colorado 
From the home page of the Colorado Department 
of Education, the public can access a user-friendly, 

interactive tool to view education statistics and gauge 
school improvement. In August 2009, the state 
launched SchoolView, a web portal that walks users 
through the state's new academic growth model as 
well as other statistics. For example, SchoolView 
helps the public understand individual school 
growth on achievement tests, as opposed to absolute 
performance from year to year. Furthermore, anyone 
can create custom charts to track growth based on 
the state's assessments. 

Public transparency and reporting of education 
statistics is important. • e more information that 
can be conveyed in an easy-to-use manner, the 
more families and the general public will be able to 
understand how their local schools are performing ± 
and learn what questions they should ask. 

Building a Data-Driven 
Community of Practice
Washington state's challenge is not only to enact 
policies that carry out its vision for data systems 
already contained in legislation, but also determine 
how this vision can be translated into hands-on tools 
for teachers and administrators.  

Speci! cally, implementing the 
following policies will signi! cantly 
increase the quality and impact of 
Washington's data system.

Ensure that the state's longitudinal 
data system includes all relevant 
college- and career-ready indicators 
Washington should be commended for achieving all 
ten of the DQC's indicators. However, one crucial 
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The more 
information 
that can be 
conveyed in 
an easy-to-
use manner, 
the more 
families and 
the general 
public will 
be able to 
understand 
how their 
local 
schools are 
performing 
± and 
learn what 
questions they 
should ask.

Figure 2: Florida's Report Card for High Schools
Source: Florida Department of Education

Figure 3: Colorado's SchoolView data portal
Source: Colorado Department of Education
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piece is lacking ± the ability to track student-level 
information on AP exams. 

• is information is essential to determine how 
students are faring on the path to college and 
career readiness and what supports they need. 
At a minimum, Washington should develop 
an agreement with the College Board, which 
administers the Advanced Placement exams, that 
enables this data to be collected and stored. 

Leverage federal funds for the creation 
of a longitudinal data system that 
includes an early-warning system
As Washington's longitudinal database is developed, 
state lawmakers and education leaders should make 
sure that it includes early-warnings that inform 
principals and district leaders of students who 
are o! -track on various indicators ± graduation, 
college- and career-readiness, or grade promotion 
± so they can intervene with supports or assistance. 
Furthermore, it is important that the system 
can connect across state agencies so services and 
programming can be aligned. 

Ensure public transparency in data 
reporting and build the capacity of users 
by ful! lling all ten DQC state actions
Washington collects reams of data on students and 
teachers, much of it publicly accessible through 
OSPI or individual school districts. Yet the format 
and quality of data varies widely and the information 
can be mystifying to parents seeking answers to 
questions about the quality of their local school or 
school district. 

To ful" ll the DQC's ten state actions on accessibility 
and use, Washington lawmakers should provide 
funding for school systems to develop transparent 
data reporting tools and publications, both in print 
and online. Some school districts, like Seattle, are 
moving in this direction. Yet, it is not mandated at 
the state level.

At a minimum, OSPI should ensure that data on 
a number of indicators ± student achievement, 
attendance, teacher certi" cation, graduation rates 
± are reported in formats that make it possible for 
the public to make comparisons across schools 
and districts. Moreover, the state should provide 
adequate funding for OSPI to sponsor high-quality 
professional development for districts to better 
understand the data tools at their disposal.
Improve the use of data for 

instructional improvement
A recent McKinsey diagnostic report highlights 
that Washington falls short when it comes to using 
data for instructional improvement. In particular, 
the report " nds that:

· • ere is no plan to support districts in acquiring 
instructional improvement systems;

· • ere is no plan to support districts in providing 
professional development to enable district level 
personnel to use instructional improvement 
systems; 

· District level data is not consistent across 
districts and is available only by request.

Investing in a robust and user-friendly data system 
is instrumental to improving student achievement. 
Teachers, principals and school leaders must have timely 
access to data, know how to use information to track 
student progress and identify areas where students are 
struggling. By using data to track students throughout 
their education ± and linking student performance data 
to teacher and principal performance ± a new culture of 
accountability for student achievement will emerge in 
Washington's schools. 

Data systems are only as good as the quality of the 
data provided. High impact data elements must 
be built into the system in order to produce data 
analysis that will improve instruction. Washington 
deserves recognition for its progress on building a 
statewide longitudinal data system ahead of many 
of its peers. But the hard work has just begun. Data 
must be collected regularly, analyzed e! ectively 
and shared widely. In the technology-driven 21st-
century, there is no better tool to improve school and 
student achievement than quality data.
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Sources:  

i. Carson, Rebecca, 
Elizabeth Laird, 
Elizabeth Gaines, 
and • addeus Ferber, 
2009. Linking Data 
Across Agencies: 
States that are Making 
it Work. Data Quality 
Campaign, http://
www.dataqualitycam-
paign.org/" les/DQC-
brief_Nov20.09.pdf 
ii.  Washington's Ap-
plication: Grants for 
Statewide Longitudi-
nal Data Systems con-
cept paper, September 
2009.
iii. ªFlorida Schools 
Steer by the Num-
bers,º Education 
Week, June 11, 2009; 
Florida Department of 
Education, Perfor-
mance on Common 
Placement Tests, 2009.
iv. Carson et. al. 
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Creating an Early-Warning 
System: Lessons from Local Districts

The responsibility for tracking the progress of individual 
students is at the school and district level. But states like 
Washington can pave the way for sophisticated analyses 
by building longitudinal data systems with the ability to 
ªpredictº students' success or failure. In Philadelphia, for 
example, one study showed that half of all eventual high 
school dropouts could be identi• ed as early as sixth grade 
based on four factors: low attendance, poor classroom 
behavior, failing math, or failing English. Ideally, the data 
system or associated software/programs linked to the data 
system could ª€ agº students who exhibit these risk factors 
so teachers and principals could plan interventions. 

As part of a statewide dropout prevention e• ort, four 
partners ± OSPI, the Shelton School District, Educational 
Service District 113, and the Washington School Information 
Processing Cooperative ± developed and piloted an early 
warning data and intervention system at three secondary 
schools in 2008. After reviewing the literature on early 
warning indicators, a team devised a list of indicators to 
€ ag students, including grades, course credits, discipline 
records, English-language abilities, and past retention. 
Once students were identi• ed, the next step was to identify 
support programs and resources, develop a tiered response 
based on students' needs, and monitor progress.

In the coming school year, the team plans to focus on 
interventions at the school building level, develop a plan 
for administrators to use the data to make decisions about 
school programming, and expand to elementary schools. 

The team captured • ve lessons learned in its work:

· Supportive leadership was key to the project's success: 
Leaders from all the four partners were involved from 
the start.

· Realistic timelines and professional development 
activities are important: The team achieved results 
quickly, but had to backtrack occasionally to ensure that 
team members had adequate support and professional 
development on the project.

· Start with a complete picture of students who are 
dropping out: The team conducted a literature review, 
but did not perform a cohort study of its own student 
data, which would have been helpful as administrators 
and school sta•  were brought on board.

· Information management is integral to the 
development of an early-warning system: The 
involvement of highly trained and committed data 
entry and student information sta•  is vital.

· Equal attention should go to both the data components 
and the human team: Building the data system is just 
one piece of the puzzle; the sta•  who analyze the data 
and provide information are just as important.  

The next phase will focus on intervention systems and 
building-level teams.

Sources:
Developing a Dropout Early Warning and Intervention System: 
Phase 1: Laying the Foundation. June 2009. Shelton School 
District.
Improving Graduation Rates: Data-Driven Dropout 
Prevention. June 2006. Achieve, Inc. http://www.achieve.org/
dropouts.
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About Partnership for Learning
Partnership for Learning is an independent, statewide nonpro• t 
organization that communicates about Washington State's school 
improvement e! orts and the need to better prepare ALL of our high 
school graduates for the demands of today's global society. www.partnership4learning.org


