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ABSTRACT 

 

TRELLIS L. DAVIS 

PRINCIPALS' UNDERSTANDING AND UTILIZATION OF STUDENT GROWTH 

DATA TO IMPROVE ACADEMIC AND TEACHER EFFECTIVENESS 

Under the direction of OLIVIA BOGGS, Ed.D. 

 

 

The Race to the Top Initiative required that educational leaders not only give 

attention to student achievement, but also use student growth as a significant measure of 

educational effectiveness.  Current accountability measures compel schools and districts 

to ensure adequate student growth or progress and close the achievement gaps among 

student subgroups.  Educational effectiveness is now measured by a student's growth over 

a period of time, instead of achievement at one point in time.  As a result, there must be a 

paradigm shift in the thinking of school leaders from solely focusing on increasing the 

achievement of low performing or underserved students to the growth and progress of all 

students.   

The purpose of this study was to explore principals' understanding and utilization 

of student growth data to increase achievement and improve teacher effectiveness. Using 

the phenomenology approach, the researcher sought to discover principals' perceptions of 

their efficacy with using student growth data to make evidenced-based decisions and 

describe their lived experience with incorporating student growth data in an effort to 

improve student outcomes and teacher effectiveness.   
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The researcher identified seven themes that were divided into three categories - 

application of data, achievement, and teacher effectiveness.  The themes leveling the 

playing field, justify what we do, mastery experience, and vicarious experience were 

categorized under application of data.  In the achievement category, the theme academic 

structure emerged.  Professional learning and critical conversations are the themes that 

emerged in the teacher effectiveness category.   

  The findings of this study fill a gap in the literature by providing pragmatic means 

of using growth data to address the needs of struggling and high achieving students and 

improving the effectiveness of teachers.  School leaders may use the findings in this 

study to help guide their efforts to incorporate growth data in their decision-making 

resulting in desired student outcomes and progress, as well as, building the capacity of 

teachers to implement instructional practices that may result in growth for all students. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In an era of increased accountability, school administrators are expected to 

demonstrate broader knowledge of pedagogy, curriculum, research methodology, and 

evidence-based use of data (Bartee, 2012; Hilliard, 2013; Lazaridou, 2009; Nelson, 

2010).  Of particular importance is principals’ ability to critically review paradigms and 

models that purport to positively address student academic outcomes (Deike, 2009; Sun, 

2014; Sun & Leithwood, 2015) 

This study explored principals’ experience utilizing student growth data as a 

mechanism for improving teacher effectiveness and increasing academic outcomes.  

Using qualitative methodology, the researcher studied principals in former Race to the 

Top school districts with at least three years experience. 

Background 

The most comprehensive federal education legislation in American history is the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), the academic arm of 

President Lyndon B. Johnson's signature "War on Poverty" and part of his vision of “the 

Great Society” (Fishkin & Forbath, 2014; Levine, 2014).  As a former classroom teacher, 

Lyndon Johnson believed schools were the primary vehicle of upward mobility, 

particularly for impoverished Americans (Jeffrey, 1978; McGuinn & Hess, 2005). The 
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ESEA was a far-reaching act that funded P-12 education to correct past inequities and 

discrimination in education and establish high standards and accountability (Bissell, 

1977; Hughs, 1966; Lazerson1979;). Further, the bill sought to abridge the achievement 

gaps between students (Coleman, 1968) by providing funds for professional 

development, instructional materials, support educational programs, and parental 

involvement promotion (AYP, 2006). While the original Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act was authorized for one year, the government has reauthorized it every five 

years since its enactment (ESEA, Pub. Law 89-10). 

Under President George W. Bush, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

(ESEA) was reauthorized resulting in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001(NCLB).  

NCLB was established to ensure that individual schools made Adequate Yearly Progress 

(AYP) for all students and, more specifically, for students who are part of underserved 

subgroups (Vinovskis, 2014). Emphasis was placed on making improvements on 

achievement tests, attendance, and graduation rates (Sanzo et al., 2010; Popham, 2009; 

NCLB, 2002).  The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is the largest 

national assessment of what students in grades 4, 8, and 12 know and are able to do in 

mathematics and reading.  According to NAEP results (NAEP, 2013), there has been no 

significant change in the White-Black nor the White-Hispanic achievement gaps since 

1992.  As a result, the nation's persistent achievement gaps and declining overall 

achievement were placed under a microscope and NCLB called for sanctions to be 

imposed on schools and districts that failed to meet accountability standards (Hemelt, 

2011; Williams, 2011; Sanzo et al., 2010).  More recently, NAEP reported that average 
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mathematics scores in 2015 were 1 point lower in grade 4 and 2 points lower in grade 8 

than the average scores in 2013.  In reading, the 2015 average score was not significantly 

different at grade 4 and was 2 points lower at grade 8 compared to 2013 (NAEP, 2015). 

On February 17, 2009, President Barack Obama signed the Education Recovery 

Act of 2009, which provided $4.35 billion to the Race to the Top (RT3) initiative.   Under 

the direction of the U. S. Department of Education, RT3 promotes innovation and 

reforms in state and local K-12 education.  States are awarded points for sustaining 

performance-based standards, conforming to Common Core standards, improving the 

lowest-performing schools, and building data systems (Race to the Top Executive 

Summary, 2009).  "RT3 emphasizes the importance of improving teacher effectiveness as 

a vehicle for accelerating student progress and closing achievement gaps" (Hershberg & 

Robertson-Kraft, 2010, p128).  

There has been a major shift in education reform from a focus on equality to a 

focus on equity.  In the 2014 ground breaking decision in Vergara vs. the State of 

California, the court made clear that equity in education is now determined by students' 

access to effective teachers.  Chetty, Friedman, and Rockoff (2014), found that a 

classroom of students' lifetime earnings would increase by approximately $250,000 if 

taught by effective teachers.  In addition, students assigned to effective teachers have a 

greater chance of attending college, increasing their earning potential, and are less likely 

to become pregnant as teenagers.  Due to concerns regarding the effectiveness of public 

school teachers, there have been major changes in teacher evaluation practices 

(Holloway-Libell & Collins, 2014).  Teacher effectiveness is now measured by student 
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growth over a period of time, instead of student achievement at one point in time.  Setting 

an historical precedent, states and districts that received RT3 funds were required to 

include student growth as a significant factor in their teacher evaluation system and use 

this data in making decisions regarding compensation, promotion, and retention (Race to 

the Top Executive Summary, 2009; Hershberg & Robertson-Kraft, 2010; Holloway-

Libell & Collins, 2014).   

 Although policymakers and some educators favor the use of student growth in 

teacher evaluation, recent research conducted by Ballou (2015), Darling-Hammond 

(2015), Johnson (2015), Katz (2016), and Turkan &Buzick (2016) express serious 

concerns that student growth models (SGMs) are an immeasurable concept.  Some 

researchers have questioned the reliability and validity of SGMs, which may result in 

unintended consequences for teachers.  In light of reliability and validity challenges, 

using SGMs to make decisions regarding compensation, promotion and retention may 

also have legal implications (Amrein-Beardsley & Collins, 2012; Baker, Oluwole, & 

Green, 2013; Holloway-Libell & Collins, 2014; Pullin, 2012).  However, while the 

debate continues and lawsuits are heard in court, all former RT3 states and districts were 

required to move forward with creating a new teacher evaluation system that incorporates 

student growth as a measure of teacher effectiveness and a means of increasing student 

achievement. 

Statement of the Problem 

The 50-years of educational reform, beginning with the 1965 passage of the 

Elementary and Secondary Education Act, has resulted in little change in the academic 
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achievement gap and persistently low performance of  African American and Hispanic 

students (NAEP, 2009; NAEP, 2013; NAEP, 2015).  Disturbingly, national average 

scores were lower in 2015 than 2013 for eighth-grade students in mathematics and 

reading assessments (NAEP, 2015).  In fact, the 2015 mathematics and reading scores 

dropped for the first time since the Department of Education began administering the 

NAEP tests in 1990.  Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the decline in reading and mathematics 

scores on the National Assessment in Educational Progress (NAEP) scores released on 

October 28, 2015. Analysts have noted that the closing gap in achievement between 

African American and White students is not a result of improving scores for African 

Americans, but declining scores for Whites. 

Figure 1 illustrates changes in fourth and eighth grade reading scores between 

2003 and 2015. 

 

 
Source:  U. S. Department of Education 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)  

 

Figure 1. Twelve year changes in NAEP reading results. 
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Figure 2 illustrates changes in fourth and eighth grade mathematics scores 

between 2003 and 2015. 

 

 
Source:  U. S. Department of Education 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)  

 

Figure 2. Twelve year changes in NAEP mathematics results. 

 

Disaggregation of changes in academic achievement by race and ethnicity can by seen in 

Figure 3. 
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Source:  U. S. Department of Education 

National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)  

Figure 3. 2015 math results on the National Assessment of Educational Progress. 

 

As was the case in 1965, the persistent purpose of educational reform in the 

United States is to improve academic achievement for all students and to ensure that 

children become self-supporting adults who can sustain their families, contribute to their 

communities, and assist the U.S. to remain competitive in a global society (Cohen & 

Schuchter 2013; Conchas & Vigil, 2012, Colclough 2012). The ultimate goal of the RT3 

initiative was to effectively educate all students so they are prepared for college and/or a 

career (Race to the Top, 2009).  The problem this study addressed is school principals' 

misinterpretation and deficient application of student growth data resulting in persistent 
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underachievement of students (Clauser, Keller & McDermott, 2016; Coburn & Turner, 

2012; NAEP, 2015).     

The most notable long-term consequence that ensues from failure to educate 

children is the danger of perpetuating a permanent underclass of residents who are 

incapable of supporting themselves, are unable to find gainful employment, suffer from 

untreated health conditions, and who disproportionately inhabit the nation’s prison 

system  (Consoulin & Zblocki, 2012; Osher, Coggshall, & Colombi, 2012).   A rigorous 

education system is crucial to the overall social, economic, and mental health of the 

individual, the community, the nation, and the world.  A 1997 Ohio State University 

study found that actively participating in education increased students’ sense of control 

over life, enhanced their access to stable social relationships, and expanded their 

awareness of social support (Ross & Van Willigen, 1997). Education has long been 

viewed as the great equalizer that can provide a vehicle for upward mobility of all, 

regardless of ethnicity or economic status (Edwards & Morrison, 2013).  These figures 

are countermanded by reports that document the increasing number of children, 

particularly ethnic minorities, who perform poorly in school, are disproportionately 

disciplined for behavioral infractions, and regularly dropout prior to graduation (NAEP, 

2013).  The greater emphasis placed on the progress of all students requires a paradigm 

shift in the way school leaders think about student growth, teacher effectiveness, and how 

these data are used to make decisions. 
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Purpose Statement 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore principals' understanding and 

utilization of student growth data to improve teacher effectiveness and increase student 

achievement.  The student growth percentile describes a learner’s academic growth when 

compared to his or her academic peers.  A growth model explains variation in student 

achievement over time (GaDOE, 2015).  The researcher sought to discover principals' 

perceptions of their efficacy and comfort with utilizing student growth data to make 

decisions to improve teacher effectiveness and increase student achievement. 

Research Questions  

RQ1.  What are principals’ perceptions of their efficacy with using student growth data 

to make evidence based decisions? 

RQ2.  How familiar are principals with the use of student growth data to increase 

student outcomes? 

RQ3. In what ways do principals use student growth data to improve teacher 

effectiveness? 

Theoretical Framework 

To explain principals' understanding and utilization of student growth data, 

Bandura's self-efficacy theory (SET) was used to guide this study.  SET grew out of 

Bandura's social cognitive theory and explains how individuals feel about their ability to 

perform a particular task.  Self-efficacy is thought to be the primary factor in determining 

human behavior (Bandura, 1993; Martin & Kulinna, 2004). 
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Self-efficacy refers to one's "beliefs about their capabilities to exercise control 

over their own level of functioning and over events that affect their lives" (Bandura, 

1993, p 118).  A principal's sense of efficacy is the belief or confidence in his or her 

capabilities to perform a particular action to produce desired outcomes (Bandura, 1997; 

Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2004).  The way people feel, what they think, how they 

motivate themselves, and behave are all influenced by their efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 

1993).   

Bandura (1997) identified four sources of information that influence self efficacy: 

mastery experience, vicarious experience, social persuasion, and affective states.  A 

mastery experience is the most powerful source of efficacy information for individuals 

(Goddard, Hoy & Hoy, 2000, 2004).  Leaders experience both successes and failures.  

Past successes strengthen leaders' efficacy, while past failures tend to undermine leaders' 

beliefs in their capability (Goddard, Hoy & Hoy, 2004).   Mastery experience is not the 

only source of information that influences self-efficacy.  Huber (1996) states that leaders 

learn from observing other leaders.  In other words, principals learn vicariously from 

other principals with similar challenges and similar goals.  The third, but less powerful, 

source of efficacy information is social persuasion.  A leader’s efficacy beliefs can be 

influenced by inspirational messages, professional development opportunities, and 

feedback related to performance.  Social persuasion in conjunction with successful 

experiences supports a leaders level of persistence and effort (Goddard, Hoy & Hoy, 

2000).  Principals must contend with stress just as any leader does.  A principal with self-

efficacy is able to effectively manage pressure and crises and continue to function in a 
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productive manner.  Less efficacious leaders misinterpret challenges and either overreact, 

under react, or not react at all, which fosters failure.  The affective state of a leader plays 

an important role in how that leader interprets challenges (Goddard, Hoy & Hoy, 2004).  

To research principals' understanding and utilization of student growth data 

Bandura's Self -Efficacy Theory will be used for this study.  This theoretical framework 

helped predict principals' intention to use student growth data to increase teacher 

effectiveness and improve student outcomes.  Before the RT3 initiative, student outcomes 

were measured solely on achievement proficiency status.  However, there has been a shift 

in education reform to include student growth or progress as a significant measure of 

student outcomes and educational effectiveness.  The understanding and utilization of 

student growth data is one way school principals can make decisions that may improve 

student outcomes and increase teacher effectiveness. 

Significance of the Study 

Student growth coupled with academic achievement provides a more 

comprehensive representation of a learner’s academic performance.  Understanding the 

purpose and utilization of student growth data in conjunction with other achievement data 

will allow school leaders to more effectively make decisions regarding teacher hiring, 

placement, and retention.  As a result, schools and districts can leverage human resources 

in a way that will improve achievement for underserved students, close the achievement 

gap, and cultivate more effective teachers.  School reform and accountability measures 

require that schools show evidence of closing the achievement gap and student growth.  
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Twenty-first century schools need principals that have the skill and ability to lead the 

instructional program in a way that improves student outcomes. 

Procedures 

The study investigated principals' understanding and utilization of student growth 

data using a qualitative study approach.  According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), 

"qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, 

or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them" (p3).  This 

particular study described the phenomena of increasing student outcomes and improving 

teacher effectiveness using student growth data.  "A phenomenological study describes 

the meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a 

phenomenon" (Creswell, 2007, p 57).  Many qualitative studies regarding student growth 

models are based on the teachers experience; more research needs to be conducted to 

comprehend the principals' experience, leadership, and engagement.  This study 

described how principals in former RT3 school districts understand and use student 

growth data to make decisions.  By interviewing school principals, data was collected to 

describe how principals' experience using growth data to increase teacher effectiveness 

and improve student outcomes. 

Phenomenology was used to describe principals' understanding and utilization of 

student growth data to improve teacher effectiveness and student outcomes.  The research 

was conducted through interviews using open-ended questions.  Five principals were 

interviewed to describe their experience of using student growth data to make decisions.  

These principals were selected from former RT3 schools and districts.  All data was 
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strategically reviewed to identify, categorize, and link behaviors and decisions related to 

the utilization of student growth data to improve teacher effectiveness and increase 

student outcomes.  Data was coded to identify patterns and themes needed to address the 

research questions. 

Limitations 

An online questionnaire and one-on-one interviews are the means in which data 

were collected.  As a result, the main limitation of this study is that the information 

gathered is self-reported.  The assumption is that participants provided honest responses 

to questions. 

Delimitations 

This study is delimited to principals serving in former RT3 school districts in 

schools with a diverse population.  Race to the Top school districts and states were 

required to use student growth data for compensation, promotion, and retention purposes.  

Growth data was also required to be used as a significant factor in their teacher 

evaluation system.  In addition, having a diverse population enabled a comparison 

between underserved students and other student subgroups within the same school.   

Definitions of Terms 

Academically Similar Peers - other students with similar prior achievement or score 

history (GaDOE, 2015). 

Achievement Gap – “achievement gaps occur when one group of students outperforms 

another group and the difference in average scores for the two groups is 
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statistically significant” (National Center for Education Statistics, 

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/studies/gaps/). 

Student Growth Models - all models that utilize longitudinal student data to track 

achievement over time (Lissitz et al., 2006). 

Student Growth Percentile - a description regarding a student's growth/progress relative 

to his/her academically similar peers (GaDOE, 2015). 

Student Growth/Progress - a change in achievement over time (Betebenner, 2008). 

Teacher Effectiveness - the contribution a teacher makes to student learning based on 

student growth (Isenberg et al., 2013). 

Underserved Students - students with low socio-economic status, immigrants, a minority, 

English learners, students with disabilities, or a combination of the groups 

mentioned (Gleason, 2010). 

Value-Added Model - "complex type of regression model that takes into account student 

or school characteristics.  Value Added refers to producing more growth than 

expected, given specific characteristics of the student or school" (Goldschmidt, 

Choi, & Beaudoin, 2012). 

Summary 

This study determined principals' understanding and utilization of student growth 

data as a mechanism for improving teacher effectiveness and closing the achievement 

gap.  The Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 was developed to correct 

past inequities and narrow the achievement gap between subgroups.  Under President 

George W. Bush, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act was reauthorized through 
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the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.  NCLB emphasized improving achievement for 

all students while focusing on students from underserved subgroups.  With nearly 50 

years of school reform, little progress has been made in closing the achievement gap.   

The Race to the Top Initiative required that educational leaders not only give 

attention to student achievement, but also use student growth as a significant measure of 

teacher effectiveness.  Current accountability measures compel schools and districts to 

ensure adequate student growth or progress and close the achievement gaps among 

student subgroups.  There is a body of research that investigates teachers' perspectives on 

the use of student growth data as it relates to teacher effectiveness. The purpose of this 

study was to explore principals' understanding and utilization of student growth data to 

improve student achievement and teacher effectiveness.  

The information for this study was gathered through semi-structured interviews 

with principals. The participants chosen for this study were principals that lead schools in 

former RT3 districts.  Former RT3 districts and schools were required to use student 

growth data as a measure of teacher effectiveness and in the decision making process.  

The findings from this study may shed light on the depth of principals' understanding of 

student growth data and how effectively that data is being used to improve teacher 

effectiveness and close the achievement gap.  This information may also assist 

educational leaders develop professional development, leverage human resources, and 

make more informed decisions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Student growth methodologies and their use to measure teacher effectiveness has 

become a major focus of recent education reform.  For better or worse, the use of student 

growth data could have a greater influence on teaching and learning than any single 

reform in decades (Harris & Herrington, 2015).  Measuring teacher effectiveness using 

student test scores is not a new concept.  In fact, using student test scores to benchmark 

teacher performance has old roots dating back more than a century (Reese, 2013).  

However, President Obama's Race to the Top (RT3) Initiative ushered in a wave of 

student growth based accountability that is incomparable to past reforms (Harris & 

Herrington, 2015).   

Much of the literature on student growth measures is focused on validity and 

reliability.  Researchers that oppose the use of student growth measures to determine 

teacher effectiveness and to make high-stakes decisions cite errors in methodology, 

consistency of growth scores across various tests, student groups, and non-school factors 

that influence test scores as reasons to substantiate their position (American Statistical 

Association, 2014; Amerin-Beardsley, 2014; Amerin-Beardsley & Collins, 2012; 

Darling-Hammond, Amerin-Beardsley, Haertel, & Rothstein, 2012; Papay, 2011).  On 

the other hand, proponents of the use of growth measures assert that teacher effectiveness 

should, in part, be based on student outcomes (Chetty et al., 2014b; Glazerman et al.,
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2010; Goldhaber, Liddle, Theobald & Walch, 2010).  Research shows teaching to be the 

most important school-based factor influencing student outcomes (Aaronson et al., 2007; 

Rivkin et. al, 2005).  Student growth measures, albeit not perfect, have been found to be a 

better measure of teacher effectiveness and increased student outcomes than years of 

experience or degrees (Aaronson et al., 2007; Rivkin et. al, 2005).   

Regardless of what side of the issue educators fall, using student growth data is 

not an option for RT3 states and districts.  Unfortunately, literature on how student 

growth data can be used to increase student outcomes and improve teacher effectiveness 

is limited. This chapter reviews literature on the purpose of the two most widely used 

student growth models (value-added and student growth percentiles), teacher evaluation 

systems, and principals' use of student growth data. 

Student Growth 

The 1983 publication of A Nation at Risk produced heightened concern for the 

state of education in the United States (Sanders & Horn, 1998).  This scathing report 

found that non-engaging, non-rigorous classroom learning resulted in an increasing 

number of students being subjected to a watered down curriculum that allowed them to 

progress through the educational system with minimal effort (Graham, 2013).  In an 

Education Summit in 1989, President George H. W. Bush and the governors of all fifty 

states met to discuss the issues facing education in America and developed educational 

performance goals for American schools (Sanders & Horn, 1998; Rudalevige, 2003).  

State governors challenged their legislators to develop legislation to ensure the 

achievement of those performance goals (Sanders & Horn, 1998).  In 1992, the governor 
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of Tennessee, Ned McWherter, signed the Education Improvement Act into law which 

increased accountability to ensure improved student academic outcomes (Sanders & 

Horn, 1998).  Tennessee was the first state to use the value-added model (VAM), created 

by William Sanders in 1992, to determine the effectiveness of school systems, schools, 

and teachers in producing student academic growth (Sanders & Horn, 1998; Yeagley, 

2014).   

In 2002, President George W. Bush signed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) 

into law.  Under NCLB, schools were accountable for assuring students were making 

adequate yearly progress (AYP) with the goal of achieving 100% proficiency in 

mathematics and reading for all students by the year 2014 (No Child Left Behind Act, 

2001; Choi, Seltzer, Herman, & Yamashiro, 2007).  Meeting AYP was determined using 

status measures which focused on a student's achievement at one point in time (Murphy 

& Gaertner, 2014; Ryser & Rambo-Hernandez, 2014).  This accountability system based 

school effectiveness on an annual snapshot of student achievement (Betebenner, 2009).  

As a result, status measures have received strong and relentless criticism (Lin, 2003; 

Linn, Baker, & Betebenner, 2002; Murphy & Gaertner, 2014).  Betebenner (2009) states 

that although status measures are appropriate for drawing conclusions about student 

achievement for a particular year, these measures are inappropriate for making decisions 

about educational effectiveness.  According to Murphy and Gaertner (2014), status 

measures do not take into consideration the varying achievement levels of students at the 

beginning of a school year nor the amount of growth a student makes throughout the 

course of a school year.  Many researchers have found that proficiency rates compared 
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different cohorts of students, which renders them statistically unreliable.  In addition, 

changes in proficiency rates frequently reflect variability in sampling, changes in student 

demographics, interschool student mobility, or student retention in a particular grade 

(Kane & Staiger, 2002; Linn, 2004; Choi et al., 2005). This has led some critics of NCLB 

to demand the use of student growth as a more useful means of measuring school 

effectiveness (Betebenner, 2009).   

In response to the criticism, former U.S. Secretary of Education, Margaret 

Spelling announced in 2005 that states would be permitted to incorporate growth models 

into their accountability systems (U.S. Department of Education, 2005; Carey & 

Manwaring, 2011; Wiess & May, 2012).  Branded as the Growth Model Pilot Program 

(GMPP), schools were given credit for students who demonstrated adequate growth 

throughout the school year (Murphy & Gaertner, 2014).   GMPP had two goals: to 

determine if non-proficient students would become proficient within three or four years 

and to determine the level of performance students must achieve to become proficient 

within that time frame (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Planning, Evaluation 

and Policy Development, Policy and Program Studies Services, 2011).  In keeping with 

the goals of NCLB, GMPP defined growth in terms of growth towards proficiency 

(Murphy & Gaertner, 2014).  For states to receive approval to use growth in their 

accountability systems, growth to proficiency models were required.  Approved growth 

models were designed to augment, not replace, the status model for determining AYP 

(U.S. Department of Education, Office of Planning, Evaluation and Policy Development, 

Policy and Program Studies Services, 2011).  An evaluation of the GMPP found that 
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incorporating growth models did result in more schools making AYP than would have 

using only status models (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Planning, Evaluation 

and Policy Development, Policy and Program Studies Services, 2011).  As policymakers 

focus on improving teacher quality and increasing accountability, they identified the need 

to highlight student growth over absolute achievement when developing systems of 

accountability (Anderman, Gimbert, O'Connell, & Riegel, 2015).   

The terminology used to describe growth models is varied and confusing.  For the 

purpose of this study, the term growth models or student growth models refers to all 

models that utilize longitudinal data to track individual student achievement over time 

(Lissitz et al.,2006).  This general definition allows for the inclusion of models designed 

for many purposes, including measuring individual student progress over time, making 

projections regarding future test scores, or measuring teacher and school impact on 

student learning (Wiess & May, 2012).   

McCoach, Rambo, and Welch (2013), recognized three benefits of student growth 

models. As a result of the variability of schools in terms of students’ initial achievement 

level, in relation to other measurements, growth models are more equitable.  The second 

benefit is growth is not as strongly related to socioeconomic status as absolute 

achievement.  The third benefit is growth models allow schools who have made 

significant improvements in student learning to be recognized even if their students have 

not yet met proficiency standards.  The two types of growth models that are most widely 

used are VAM and student growth percentile (SGP).  The most controversial of the two is 

the VAM and the least studied is the SGP model. 
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Value-Added Model 

Value-added is a term rooted in the field of economics, "where it is used to 

describe the additional value a business generates or contributes to a product or service” 

(Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2007, p3).  In the field of 

education, value-added refers to the difference between students’ actual growth and 

expected growth, taking into consideration student and school characteristics 

(Goldschmidt, Choi & Beaudoin, 2012).  As stated by the Department of Education and 

Early Childhood Development (2007), the VAM recognizes the various levels of student 

capability and diverse backgrounds which may influence a student's rate of growth or 

progress.  The main purpose of a VAM is to isolate non-school effects from school and 

teacher effects at any point in time (Institute of Education Services State Longitudinal 

Data Systems, 2012; Koedel, Mihaly, & Rockoff, 2015).  VAMs are designed to measure 

the effectiveness of teachers and schools and answer the questions: 1) On average, did the 

students' achievement gains on standardized tests meet the growth expectation? and 2) 

What is the difference between actual growth and expected growth? (Institute of 

Education Services State Longitudinal Data Systems, 2012).  The goal of VAMs is to 

provide a more accurate indication of the influence a school or teacher had on their 

students (Department of Education and Early Childhood Development, 2007). 

Although states have moved forward with the adoption and implementation of 

VAMs, there are many who have challenged the use of VAMs in high-stakes decision 

making.  According to Koedel, Mihaly, and Rockoff (2015), the heart of the controversy 

surrounding VAMs is its application in education policy and use in teacher evaluations.  
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The most prominent criticisms are 1) value-added estimates may be biased (Baker et al., 

2010; Paufler & Amerin-Beardsley, 2014; Rothstein, 2009) and 2) the instability of 

value-added estimates is too great to be used for high-stakes decisions (Baker et al., 2010; 

Newton et al., 2010).   

In a 2014 study conducted by Paufler and Amrein-Beardsley, 378 elementary 

school principals were surveyed to determine how students were assigned to teachers’ 

classrooms.  They found that principals used behavioral needs, student grades, test scores, 

learning styles, personalities, and interpersonal interactions to assign students.  Results 

from this study also showed that one-third of the principals surveyed also honored 80% 

of parent requests when assigning students to teachers.   Another study by Player (2010) 

found that principals assigned higher achieving students to teachers they favored and 

placed lower achieving students with less favored teachers.  All of these methods create a 

biased value-added score (Paufler &Amerin-Beardsley, 2014). 

Researchers have also highlighted the stability of VAMs as a concern with using 

value-added estimates as a predictor of teacher effectiveness (Baker et al., 2010; 

Kersting, Chen, & Stigler, 2012; Newton et al., 2010; Papay, 2011).  For value-added 

estimates to be reliable, estimates must be stable when there is a change in the time a test 

is given, across grade and subject, and test forms (Schafer et al., 2012).  Papay (2011) 

conducted a study in a large urban school district to test the stability of value-added 

estimates using three separate reading tests.  The results show that there was significant 

difference in the value-added estimate from the different tests.  Because the tests were 

similar in content, scaling, and sample of students, these factors did not explain the 
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differences in estimates.  He found that test timing and measurement error accounted for 

the instability of the value-added estimates. 

In another study, Kersting, Chen, and Stigler (2012) explored the effects of 

students prior learning, the use of single or multiple cohorts of students and student 

sample size on the stability of value-added estimates.  They found that approximately 

two-thirds of teachers value-added estimates were stable, meaning they remained at the 

same performance level.  The other one-third of teachers moved to a different 

performance level due to the cohort model and students’ prior learning. 

Student Growth Percentile Model 

In addition to the criticism of researchers regarding the bias and instability of 

value-added estimates used to determine school and teacher effectiveness, the VAM fails 

to address how much progress or growth a student made in a given year (Betebenner, 

2008). Yen (2007) surveyed parents, teachers, and administrators to discover what 

questions pertaining to growth interested them most.  Parents responded with the 

following questions: 1) Did my child make a year's worth of growth in a year?; 2) Is my 

child progressing enough to meet state standards?; 3) Is my child making as much 

progress in Reading as they are in Math?; 4) Did my child grow as much this year as they 

did last year?  Teachers responded with some of the same questions but also were 

interested in knowing if there were students in their class with little to no progress who 

need individualized attention.  Administrators were interested in answers to the following 

questions: 1) District/School-wide, did students make a year's worth of growth in each 

content; 2) Are all students on track to meet state standards; 3) Will we have the ability to 
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measure growth for students whose proficiency category does not change; and 4) Can I 

use results from different grade levels to draw conclusions?  Answers to all of these 

questions allow stakeholders to determine if the amount of progress made is reasonable 

(Yen, 2007). 

Damian Betebenner filled this void by introducing student growth percentiles 

(SGPs) - a description regarding a student's growth/progress relative to students with a 

similar score history (Betebenner, 2008; GaDOE, 2015).  Analogous to a common 

scenario in pediatrics where toddlers are measured from year to year to determine if  the 

increase in height is (a)typical relative to the height of other toddlers the same age, "a 

student's growth percentile describes how (a)typical a student's growth is by examining 

his/her current achievement relative to his/her academic peers - those beginning at the 

same place" (Betebenner, 2011, p3).  In the normative sense, students whose current 

score exceeded that of the majority of his/her academic peers have performed well.  In 

contrast, those students whose scores are less than the scores of the majority of his/her 

academic peers have not performed well or may possibly need to be challenged and could 

need individual attention (Betebenner, 2011).  The SGP model assigns an SGP which 

describes a student's growth and a percentile growth trajectory which supports a growth 

prediction.   

The main purpose of the SGP is to describe the relative progress of students to 

other students statewide with a similar score history (Castellano & Ho, 2013; GaDOE, 

2015).  Prior and current student scores are used to calculate the SGP which means 

longitudinal data is a necessity (Betebenner, 2011; Soe, McGrane & Taherbhai, 2015).  
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Growth percentiles are communicated as a number ranging from 1-99.  Lower percentiles 

represent low academic growth and higher percentiles represent high academic growth.  

With the SGP model, students at every achievement level "have the opportunity to 

demonstrate all levels of growth" (GaDOE, 2015, p2). 

For example, two students may have the same prior achievement score of 990.  

One student has a current score of 847 and the other student's current score is 990 which 

indicates that both students have high achievement.  However, the student with the score 

of 847 has an SGP of 1 and shows low growth, while the student with the score of 990 

has an SGP of 99 and shows high growth. This information is interpreted as the student 

with an SGP of 1 grew more than 1% of his/her academically similar peers, while the 

student with an SGP of 99 grew more than 99% of his/her academically similar peers. 

The same scenario applies to two students with low achievement (GaDOE, 2015).  In 

other words, academically similar peers are determined by prior scores and current scores 

are used to measure growth and provide a more comprehensive representation of a 

student's academic achievement or performance (GaDOE, 2015).   

 The SGP model not only describes a student's current growth, but also uses 

historical data to provide future growth projections and growth targets.  The growth target 

informs stakeholders on the amount of growth a student needs to be proficient or above 

proficient on the following years standardized assessment.  The growth projection 

describes for all levels of growth where a student may score - exceeds, meets, or does not 

meet expectations - on the following years standardized assessment (Betebenner, 2009; 

Castellano et al., 2013; GaDOE, 2015).    
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In Figure 5, the student's scale score is slightly above the meets category.  On the 

next year’s assessment, the figure shows what level of growth the student must obtain to 

score in a particular achievement category.  For example, if the student demonstrates very 

low growth he or she will fall into the does not meet category.  If the student 

demonstrates very high growth he or she will exceed expectations on the next years 

assessment (GaDOE, 2015). 

SGPs, in conjunction with other student data, were created to provide a more 

comprehensive picture of a student's academic performance.  Unlike the VAM, SGPs 

were not designed to establish a causal relationship between the effectiveness of teachers 

and student academic performance (Betebenner, 2009; Castellano et al., 2013).  However, 

aggregated SGPs are in various stages of use by as many as 20 states as a part of their 

teacher evaluation system (Diaz-Bilello & Briggs, 2014; GaDOE, 2015; New Jersey 

Department of Education, 2014).   Critics challenge the use of SGPs in high-stakes 

decision making based on stability and reliability concerns (Lash, Makkonen, Tran & 

Huang, 2016; Marland, Wells, Sireci & Castellano, 2015; McCaffrey, Castellano & 

Lockwood, 2015).  

Lash et al. (2016) conducted a study in a Nevada school district on the stability of 

teacher-level growth scores in reading and math using the SGP model.  They found that 

"the proportion of variance among teachers in any given year that was attributable to true 

differences among teachers was .50 in math and .41 in reading; the rest was due to 

random or otherwise unstable fluctuations" (Lash et al., 2016, p 4).  They also found that 
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averaging three years of teachers- scores increased stability, but not enough to use for 

high-stakes decision making.  Lastly, assuming a cutscore of 40, "a teacher with a growth 

score of 50 would be expected to be misclassified as ineffective 21 percent of the time" if 

based on only one year of student growth scores (Lash et al., 2016, p 6).  This finding is 

supported by a study conducted by Marland et al. (2015) who stated that random error in 

classroom or teacher-level SGPs poses a threat to effectively using SGPs in teacher 

evaluations.  As a result, a teacher with an average SGP of 50 could possibly have an 

actual SGP ranging from 30 to 70.  This means that some educators may be misclassified 

as ineffective or, on the other end of the spectrum, highly effective.   

Using Teacher Evaluation Systems to Assess Teacher Effectiveness 

Teacher effectiveness is an ambiguous construct and must be defined. For the 

purpose of this study, teacher effectiveness is defined as the contribution a teacher makes 

to student learning based on growth (Insenberg et al., 2013).  This definition is in keeping 

with the language and spirit of the RT3 Initiative. 

Historically, the focal point of teacher evaluation systems was the correlation 

between student achievement and observable instructional practices and instructional 

strategies (Aguilar & Richerme, 2014).   In addition, teacher quality was defined by 

characteristics such as level of degrees, experience, and certification (Hershberg & 

Robertson-Kraft, 2010; Hanushek, 2011).  However, with the RT3 Initiative, the 

emphasis has shifted from classroom observations to student progress or growth as a 

significant measure of teacher effectiveness (Aguilar & Richerme, 2014).  For states to 

receive federal funding, they had to "design and implement rigorous, transparent, and fair 
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evaluation systems for teachers and principals that ... differentiate effectiveness using 

multiple rating categories that take into account data on student growth as a significant 

factor" (U.S. Department of Education, 2009).   

According to Weisberg, Sexton, Mulhern, and Keeling (2009) " a teacher's 

effectiveness-the most important factor for schools in improving student achievement- is 

not measured, recorded, or used to inform decision-making in any meaningful way" (p3).  

The failure of teacher evaluation systems to recognize and respond to differences in 

teachers effectiveness is at the heart of the matter (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Kennedy, 

M., 2010; Weisberg et al., 2009).  In a study conducted by Weisberg et al. (2009) the 

research dubbed teacher evaluation systems inability to provide accurate and credible 

information regarding a teacher's instructional effectiveness as the Widget Effect.  They 

found that in the 12 districts and four states studied that most teachers were rated good or 

great.  In districts that use a satisfactory or unsatisfactory rating system, 99 percent were 

rated satisfactory.  In districts that used multiple rating options, 94 percent received the 

top two ratings.  Sixty-six percent of novice teachers received  a rating higher than 

satisfactory in districts with multiple rating options.  The high percentage of high 

performance ratings substantiates the researchers finding that poor performance goes 

unaddressed.  Eighty-one percent of administrators and 57 percent of teachers reported 

that there is at least one veteran teacher who performs poorly; however, at least half of 

the districts studied did not terminate any teacher for poor performance.  Supporting the 

findings of this study, Hershberg and Robertson-Kraft (2010) stated that teacher 
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evaluation systems prior to RT3 depended on a single measure of performance which 

revealed inadequate information regarding effective instructional practices. 

Researchers have highlighted the importance of an effective teacher evaluation 

system and the impact it has on improving teacher practice and increasing student 

outcomes (Murphy, 2013; Murphy, Hallinger & Heck, 2013).  Using multiple forms of 

data to evaluate teachers produces a more valid and reliable measure of effectiveness 

(Garrett, 2011; Kane & Cantrell, 2012; Looney, 2011; Zepeda, 2013).  In addition to 

summative student growth data and classroom observations, more comprehensive teacher 

evaluation systems also utilize teacher self-assessments, portfolios, formative student 

growth data and student surveys (Danielson, 2012; Murphy, 2013).  The Gates 

Foundation (2013) conducted a study on the measures of effective teaching and found 

that teacher evaluation systems that combine classroom observations, student surveys, 

and student achievement data yielded more stable effectiveness ratings than achievement 

data alone. 

According to Marzano (2012), teacher evaluation has two purposes: measuring 

teachers and developing teachers. The design of any states teacher evaluation system will 

depend on its intended purpose.   Evaluation systems that are designed to develop 

teachers and improve their effectiveness have three characteristics. First it is 

comprehensive and specific including all research-based elements related to student 

achievement and growth and identifies instructional strategies and teacher behaviors.  

Second, the evaluation system includes a developmental scale that provides teachers with 

a rubric they can use to guide and measure their growth or progress.  Lastly, the 
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evaluation system acknowledges and rewards growth (Marzano, 2012).  If the primary 

purpose of teacher evaluation is measurement,  it will not be a comprehensive- rating 

only a few elements related to classroom strategies and teacher behaviors (Marzano, 

2012; Strong, 2011).  The goal is to effectively and efficiently distinguish between 

effective and ineffective teachers (Strong, 2011).  "Both measurement and development 

are important aspects of teacher evaluation" (Marzano,2012, p19).  However, whether 

teacher evaluation serves as a tool to increase student achievement depends on how 

school administrators collect, interpret, and use multiple measures of teacher 

effectiveness including student growth data. 

Principals' Use of Student Growth Data 

In keeping with the requirement of RT3 to incorporate student growth as a 

measure of effectiveness, states received approval to use growth models, however 

training may not have kept pace with development and expectations for implementation 

(Clauser, Keller & McDermott, 2016).   Despite the research and  training on data usage 

(Coburn & Turner, 2011, 2012), little to no focus has been placed on the analysis of 

student growth data for the purpose of making inferences about student achievement, 

teacher effectiveness and school effectiveness (Clauser et al., 2016).  As a result of 

inadequate training, principals may not fully understand the complexities of student 

growth measures and may in turn misinterpret and inappropriately apply student growth 

data when making decisions (Clauser et al., 2016).   

According to Turner and Coburn (2012) literature on data has centered around 

comprehending its usage and on outcomes based on informed decision-making.  
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However, there has been very little focus on the interpretation and integration of student 

growth data at the school level and the development of pragmatic interventions (Coburn 

& Turner, 2011).  Principals are the driving force behind how accountability measures 

and growth data are applied at the school level and interpreted by students, teachers, and 

parents (Clauser et al., 2016).  "A principal's response to accountability data influences 

the extent to which these data could lead to changes or improvement in educational 

outcomes (Clauser et. al, 2016, p9).   

In a study conducted by Clauser et al. (2016) principals were surveyed to 

determine how they use student growth data based on the SGP growth model.  Of the 

principals surveyed, 81 percent use SGP data as additional information regarding school 

performance.  In regard to student performance, 72.5 percent reported using SGP data to 

identify struggling students and 56.3 percent use the data to identify students who are 

making significant progress.  The vast majority of participants, 96.3%, would recommend 

remediation for a student with a low scale score and a low SGP.  Also, 27.7 percent 

would recommend remediation for students with high scale score and a low SGP.  

Almost 40 percent would recommend remediation for a student with a low scale score 

and a high SGP.  According to Sireci, Wells, and Keller's (2016) analysis of the Clauser 

et al. study, 70 percent of principals "incorrectly identified students for remediation based 

on low SGPs, when they actually performed well on the most recent year's test" (p6).  In 

contrast, Betebenner, DePascale, Marion, Domaleski, and Martineau (2016) state that 

"even for high achievers, a low SGP implies that whatever learning occurred for the 
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student was less than for the typical student.  As such the student could very well need 

remediation for particular topics" (p8).   

Growth data, in conjunction with other forms of data, provides a rich source of 

information for principals in the identification of students in need of remediation and the 

evaluation of the schools instructional program.  However, growth data is only beneficial 

if principals and other school leaders are capable of understanding and applying that data 

accurately (Clauser et al., 2016).  Unfortunately, the practical use of growth data has not 

been adequately addressed in literature (Clauser et al., 2016).   

Summary 

Recent education reform has placed an emphasis on student growth and using 

growth data to measure teacher effectiveness.  As Harris and Herrington state, 

accountability based on student growth as a result of RT3 is incomparable to past reforms 

(2015).  Opponents of using student growth cite validity and reliability concerns.  

Conversely, proponents believe that teaching is the most important factor influencing 

student outcomes; therefore, student growth is a better measure of teacher effectiveness 

than years of experience and degrees.  No matter what side of the debate educators fall, 

using student growth data to make evidence based decisions is not an option for RT3 

states and districts. 

The two most commonly used models to measure growth are the VAM and SGP 

model.  The purpose of the VAM is to isolate the effect schools and teachers have on 

student outcomes from non-school factors, such as socioeconomic status, student 

background, and race.  Studies on using the VAM for accountability purposes find the 
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measure to be biased and unstable.  The SGP model, on the other hand, provides a 

description of a student's progress relative to the progress of other students with a similar 

score history.  The SGP model allows stakeholders to determine if the amount of progress 

made is reasonable.  In contrast to the VAM, the SGP was not created to establish a 

causal relationship between student outcomes and teacher effectiveness.  However, 

studies on using SGPs for accountability raise stability and reliability concerns.  

Nonetheless, student growth models are used as a significant factor in teacher evaluation 

systems to assess teacher effectiveness. 

Until recently, teacher evaluation systems evaluated teachers based on 

observation of instructional practices and student achievement.  With RT3, evaluation 

systems have included student growth as a considerable measure of teacher effectiveness.  

Teacher effectiveness is an important factor in improving student achievement.  Studies 

have found that teacher evaluation systems have failed to adequately determine how 

effective a teacher is or respond to differences in teacher effectiveness.  Although RT3 

requires principals to use student growth data as a major factor in determining teacher 

effectiveness and improving student outcomes, the literature supports the assertion that 

principals may not be adequately trained to interpret or apply growth data appropriately.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

All states and school districts that received Race to the Top funds are required to 

use student growth as a measure of teacher effectiveness and incorporate student growth 

data in their teacher evaluation systems.  The purpose of this study was to describe the 

phenomena of increasing student outcomes and teacher effectiveness by exploring 

principals' experience with understanding and utilization of student growth data to make 

evidence based decisions.  This chapter includes the research questions, research design, 

population and sample, data collection, data analysis, how results were reported, and a 

summary. 

Research Questions 

RQ1.  What are principals’ perceptions of their efficacy with using student growth data 

to make evidence based decisions? 

RQ2.  How familiar are principals with the use of student growth data to improve 

student outcomes? 

RQ3. In what ways do principals use student growth data to increase teacher 

effectiveness? 

Research Design and Method 

This study focused on principals' experience with understanding and utilization 

of student growth data to improve student outcomes and teacher effectiveness.  The 
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research methodology employed by this study was a qualitative approach. Denzin and 

Lincoln (2005), stated, "qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, 

attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people 

bring to them" (p3).  “The overall purposes of qualitative research are to achieve an 

understanding of how people make sense of their lives, delineate the process (rather than 

the outcome or product) of meaning-making, and describe how people interpret what they 

experience" (Merriam, 2009, p14).  The teachers experience with student growth data has 

been the focus of many qualitative studies; more research needs to be conducted to 

comprehend the principals' experience with understanding and utilizing student growth 

data to make decisions.  The researcher interacted with principals in their natural setting 

to gain insight into the principals’ experiences, which makes qualitative research the most 

effective approach. 

Phenomenology is the specific qualitative approach that the researcher used to 

conduct this study.  Creswell (2007) asserts, "a phenomenological study describes the 

meaning for several individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon" 

(p 57).  The defining characteristic of phenomenology is "based on the assumption that 

there is an essence or essences to shared experience" (Patton, 2002, p 106).  

Phenomenology focuses on what and how participants experience a phenomenon and 

describing the essence of that experience (Creswell, 2007).  This study described the 

essence of being a principal with the responsibility of improving student outcomes and 

teacher effectiveness by incorporating student growth data in their decision making 

process.  Phenomenology is an appropriate approach because the purpose of this study 
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was to gain insight into principals' perceptions of their understanding of student growth 

data and their experience with using growth data to make evidence based decisions.    

Phenomenology is rooted in the work of Edmund Husserl, a German 

mathematician (Creswell, 2007).   Husserl believed that human experiences are valuable 

and should be studied using scientific methods.  It was also Husserl's belief that 

information subjective in nature is relevant to researchers looking to understand human 

motivation (Lopez & Willis, 2004).  He also believed that to completely understand the 

lived experiences of individuals the researcher must enter into the data collection process 

independent of prior knowledge and assumptions (Lopez & Willis, 2004).  To accomplish 

this, the researcher's assumptions and biases must be acknowledged and set aside prior to 

data collection (Giorgi, 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Streubert & Carpenter, 2011).  This 

process is known as bracketing.   

According to Bogdan & Biklen (2007), researchers using the phenomenological 

methodology are attempting to understand the meaning of an experience and the 

interactions between individuals in a particular situation.  According to Giorgi (1997, 

2002), the researcher seeks to gain insight into the lived experience of a single participant 

as it relates to a phenomenon.  Conversely, Creswell (2007) states that in 

phenomenology, the study describes the lived experience of multiple individuals and 

what they have in common, as it relates to the phenomena.  This methodological 

approach allows the researcher to understand how individuals perceived their experience 

with a particular phenomenon (Lester, 1999).  "The basic purpose of phenomenology is 
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to reduce individual lived experiences with a phenomenon to a description of the 

universal essence" (Creswell, 2007, p58). 

Population and Sample 

The focus of this study was to gain insight into principals' understanding and 

utilization of student growth data to improve student outcomes and teacher effectiveness.  

Former RT3 states and districts are required to incorporate student growth as a significant 

factor in its accountability measures.  Therefore, principals in the state of Georgia 

represented the population for this study.  The study was conducted in the state of 

Georgia because it is a former RT3 state and has developed a robust teacher and leader 

evaluation system that includes student growth data in determining teacher and leader 

effectiveness.  Georgia is one of the few states that used student growth as 50% of a 

teachers effectiveness measure and 70% of a leaders effectiveness measure; however, 

effective during the 2016-2017 school year those percentages were reduced to 30% and 

40% respectively (GaDOE, 2016).  

In qualitative research, Merriam (2009) states the sample is often nonrandom, 

purposeful, and small.  Purposeful sampling is based on the assumption that the 

researcher seeks to gain insight into a phenomenon and must be intentional about 

selecting a sample from which the most can be learned (Merriam, 2009).  The sample that 

was used in this study are principals who lead schools in former RT3 school districts.   

According to Creswell (2007), it is essential that all participants in the study experience 

the phenomenon, which allows for purposeful sampling to work well.  In this study, the 

sample of principals interviewed came from public school systems located in the state of 
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Georgia.  Elementary and middle schools in former RT3 districts represented the setting 

for this study.  

Participants 

The criteria for participation in this study was the principal had to lead in a former 

RT3 school district and must be in at least their third year as principal.  Principals who 

are in their third year have had an opportunity to gather and analyze student growth data 

along with other forms of data specific to the school he or she leads.  These principals 

have also had an opportunity to make evidence based decisions using growth data.   

Data Collection 

Phenomenology research assumes there is a shared experience and the focus of 

the study is the essence of that experience (Creswell, 2007; Patton, 2002).  In qualitative, 

phenomenology research, the researcher is the primary instrument for data collection 

(Merriam, 2009).  The instrument the researcher used to collect data was one-on one, in-

depth interviews.  Interviews allow the researcher to understand and describe the lived 

experience of the interviewee (Glesne, 1999; Kvale, 2007).   

According to Creswell (2007), a phenomenology study engages in the process of 

collecting data through in-depth interviews with as many as 10 participants.  Conversely, 

Polkinghorne (1989) suggests that researchers interview between 5 to 25 participants.  

For this study, the researcher conducted interviews with a combination of 5-6 elementary 

or middle school principals.  Participants were asked open-ended, semi-structured 

questions.   
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To maintain uniformity, the interview questions were predetermined.  Patton 

(2002) proposes researchers use six types of interview questions.  The six types of 

questions include: 1) background and demographic questions, 2) feeling questions, 3) 

sensory questions, 4) opinion or values questions, 5) experience or behavior questions, 

and 6) knowledge questions.    

Pilot interviews were conducted to test the validity of the questions and were 

adjusted according to the results of that pilot.  This allowed the researcher to strengthen 

interview questions and modify research procedures (Sampson, 2004).  The interviews 

were audio-recorded with the permission of interviewees.  An interview protocol was 

used to allow the researcher to maintain focus during the interview and record any 

comments or notes deemed necessary.  Line-by-line transcription took place following 

each interview.   

To gain access to participants, the researcher obtained approval from  Mercer 

University's Institutional Review Board as well as the school district's Institutional 

Review Board.  After obtaining IRB approval from Mercer University and school 

districts, the researcher will then send individual principals an informed consent letter 

requesting their participation in the study.  Once written consent was received from 

principals interested in participating, the researcher contacted participants via email or 

telephone to schedule an interview.  A demographic questionnaire was sent to 

participants via Survey Monkey, a web-based program, to ensure diversity based on years 

of experience, gender, and grade band.   
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According to Streubert & Carpenter (2011), it is impossible to provide total 

anonymity when the researcher is engaging in one-on-one interaction with the participant.   

The confidentiality of participants was protected through the use of pseudonyms. All 

transcripts were redacted to eliminate any information that directly or indirectly identifies 

the participant.  Participants were assured that only the researcher and the researcher's 

methodologist have access to audio recordings and transcripts.  Transcripts and audio 

recordings were kept locked in the researchers office during the study and will be 

destroyed at the conclusion of the dissertation process. 

Data Analysis 

This study used Moustakas's (1994) procedures for data analysis.  The process 

begins with the researcher setting aside personal biases and prejudgments towards the 

phenomenon.  This is referred to as the epoche.  The researcher then engaged in  

phenomenological reduction.  The researcher identified all relevant statements and 

eliminated irrelevant and repetitive expressions.  Using the verbatim transcription of the 

interviews, the researcher coded the responses.  Creswell (2007) states that coding is the 

heart of data analysis in qualitative research.  To ensure appropriate coding and data 

analysis, the researcher debriefed with the dissertation methodologist.  Next, codes were  

utilized to identify emergent themes.  After themes were generated, this information was  

used to group similar responses.  The researcher used the responses that were divided into 

themes to construct textural and structural descriptions of the individuals experiences 

(Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004; Moustakas, 1994; Yuksel & Yildirim, 2015).  Lastly, 
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the researcher synthesized the textural and structural expressions to describe the essence 

of the phenomenon. 

Once interviews were coded and themes identified, the researcher engaged in 

member checking to ensure the validity and reliability of the data collected.  Member 

checking provided participants the opportunity to review the results to determine if the 

results accurately represent his or her experience.  The participants were given an 

opportunity to address any concerns or make comments regarding the data.  The 

researcher then corrected any misunderstandings raised by the participants and  reported 

the research findings. 

Trustworthiness and Validity 

Trustworthiness is the foundation of a quality qualitative study (Birt, Scott, 

Cavers, Campbell & Walter, 2016; Polit & Beck, 2014). This study utilized the work of 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) to establish trustworthiness.  According to Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) trustworthiness meets four criteria: credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Credibility promotes confidence that the data has been recorded (Shenton, 

2004), interpreted and represented accurately by the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985;Polit & Beck, 2012).  To support the credibility of the study the researcher utilized 

prolonged engagement, triangulation, and rich, thick description.  The researcher 

contacted each participant prior to interviews to build a rapport.  The researcher also 

conducted individual interviews as a means of prolonged engagement.  However, 

Shenton (2004) warns against placing too many demands on the participants as this may 

dissuade them from continuing their engagement in the study.  To avoid this pitfall, the 
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researcher respected participants time by staying within a specified and agreed upon time 

frame.  Triangulation was accomplished by collecting data through individual interviews, 

observation of non-verbal behavior during interviews, and utilizing (depending on IRB 

approval) multiple sites (Shenton, 2004).  Including participants from different school 

sites will not only enhance credibility but may also enhance transferability.  The 

researcher also recorded, transcribed, re-read, and reviewed participant responses.  This 

allowed the researcher to provide a rich, thick description of  principals' perspectives as it 

relates to their level of understanding and utilization of student growth data to increase 

student achievement and improve teacher effectiveness.  The reported findings are 

aligned with interview transcripts. 

If the findings of a study can be applied to other settings or situations they are 

viewed as being transferable (Polit & Beck, 2012).  "Researcher's support the study's 

transferability with a rich, detailed description of the context, location, and people 

studied, and by being transparent..."(Connelly, 2016, p 436).  The researcher provided a 

rich description that offered readers an opportunity to "associate the findings with their 

own experiences (Cope, 2014, p 89).  Based on district and principals' approval, 

participants were chosen from different school sites to support transferability. 

Another criteria of trustworthiness in qualitative research is dependability.  If the 

study can be replicated "in the same context, with the same methods" (Shenton, 2004, p 

71) and yield similar results dependability is established.  The procedures followed to 

conduct this study are recorded in detail to meet the requirement for dependability.  This 

provides a roadmap for future researchers to replicate the study. 
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Confirmability, as stated by Polit and Beck (2012), ensures that the data or 

findings actually represent the lived experiences of the participants without the influence 

of researcher biases or assumptions.  In this study, the researcher established 

confirmability by providing rich, detailed quotes from participants.  These quotes were 

used to identify emerging themes.  This study also utilized member checking as a means 

of ensuring confirmability. 

In qualitative research, the researcher functions as the data collector and data 

analyst.  This increases the potential for researcher bias to influence results (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994; Birt et al., 2016).  One way to reduce researcher bias is to engage 

participants in member checking.  Member checking is the process of providing 

participants with the transcript of their interview or the analyzed data to validate its 

accuracy (Birt et al., 2016).  "Member checking is used to validate, verify, or assess the 

trustworthiness of qualitative results" (Birt et al., 2016, p 1802).   

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), member checking enhances credibility 

which is dependent upon an unbiased description or interpretation of the phenomena.  

Birt et al. (2016) identified three methods of member checking.  The member check 

interview is when the researcher returns the results from the transcript to the participant 

for "confirmation, modification, and verification" (Birt et al., 2016, p 1805).  The 

member check focus group is not commonly used; however, Klinger (2005) did use this 

method to validate results. The third method is the member check of synthesized 

analyzed data.  This method allows participants to determine if the perceptions of others 
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apply to them as well (Birt et al., 2016).   This study used the member check interview to 

validate results.   

Epoche 

To ensure the trustworthiness and validity of this study, I must acknowledge and 

set aside any personal assumptions and biases (Giorgi, 2011; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 

Streubert & Carpenter, 2011).   Lopez and Willis (2004) state that to completely bracket 

biases the researcher must enter into the data collection process without the influence of 

prior knowledge.  Due to the dissertation process, I have thoroughly researched the two 

most common student growth models.  I will provide an honest explanation of my 

assumptions as it relates to principals' understanding of student growth data and how it is 

used to increase student achievement and improve teacher effectiveness. 

I have been in the field of education for twenty years as both a teacher and an 

assistant principal.  As a teacher, I closed my classroom door and did what needed to be 

done for my students.  I rarely thought about school wide data and how it could or should 

be used to improve student outcomes systemically.  It wasn't until I decided to go into 

school administration that I began to look at achievement from a global perspective.  

Even then, the amount and types of school wide data that I was exposed to was limited.  

Discussions about data was relegated to a summary overview of achievement gains or 

losses by grade and subject level.  This discussion took place on the first day of pre-

planning and was rarely mentioned throughout the school year.  No matter what the data 

showed, school administrators engaged in minimal analysis with the staff and it appeared 

to me that data was not effectively used in decision making. 
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When I became an assistant principal, I like most newly appointed administrators 

wanted to effect change.  I began to dig into the schools data to look for tends, attempted 

to discover root causes, and suggest a plan of action.  Very quickly, it became apparent 

that my efforts were not appreciated or supported.  I was rocking the boat.  The unspoken 

directive was just leave the teachers alone and let them teach.  However, as I began to dig 

into the data I realized that the school was only effective for certain subgroups of 

students.  Students in other subgroups were not achieving and it seemed as if there was 

not enough focus placed on the needs of these struggling students. With regards to 

student achievement, maintaining the status quo was sufficient as long as we met 

adequate yearly progress.  However, things quickly changed with the installation of a 

new president. 

The days of focusing on student achievement alone were gone with the 

implementation of the Race to the Top Initiative.  Now the focus is on student growth as 

a significant measure of teacher and school effectiveness.  What I noticed is that my 

principal did not understand the concept of student growth.  Neither did I at one point.  I 

began to research student growth percentiles, the model used in my state, on my own.  I 

went on the states website, read articles, and watched videos.  I became the administrator 

that teachers sought out when growth data was reported.  They wanted me to explain the 

data to them.  Although I was willing to explain student growth to teachers, I became 

frustrated that other administrators did not seem as interested as I was in learning about 

the concept and interpreting the schools growth data.  This is what ignited my passion.  

As I began to speak with administrators from other schools and districts, I realized that 
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administrators at my school were not unique.  Many principals did not understand growth 

data.   

After a year or two, it became apparent that the focus on student growth was not 

going away.  I began to wonder if principals have gained the necessary knowledge and 

understanding of student growth and if they were using growth data in their decision 

making.  This is what has inspired me to conduct this study.  Acknowledging my biases 

and assumptions will allow me to set them aside and provide an accurate description of 

the lived experiences of the participants free of any influence from my personal thoughts 

or feelings. 

Summary 

Few studies focus on principals' perceptions of using student growth data.  The 

purpose of this study was to explore principals' understanding and utilization of student 

growth data to improve student achievement and teacher effectiveness.  A qualitative, 

phenomenology research design was used to understand principals' perceptions of their 

efficacy with using student growth data to make evidence based decisions. 

Data for this study was collected  by conducting one-on-one interviews with 5 

public school principals.  Responses from the interviews were recorded, transcribed, 

coded, and analyzed to identify emergent themes.  After the data were analyzed, results 

were validated through the process of member checking.  The results from this study are 

presented in Chapter 4. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Student growth now plays a major role in determining educational effectiveness 

and is used in high stakes decision-making. The purpose of this study was to explore 

principals' understanding and utilization of student growth data to increase student 

achievement and improve teacher effectiveness. Using the phenomenology approach, the 

researcher sought to discover principals' perceptions of their efficacy with using student 

growth data to make evidenced- based decisions and describe their lived experience with 

incorporating student growth data in an effort to improve student outcomes and teacher 

effectiveness.  The data for this study was collected through the use of one-on-one 

interviews.  The results of the data analysis will be shared in this chapter. 

  This study was guided by the following research questions. 

RQ1.  What are principals’ perceptions of their efficacy with using student growth data 

to make evidence based decisions? 

RQ2.  How familiar are principals with the use of student growth data to improve 

student outcomes? 

RQ3. In what ways do principals use student growth data to increase teacher 

effectiveness? 
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Interview Protocol 

  Data were collected by conducting one-on-one interviews utilizing open ended, 

semi-structured questions at five different research sites or schools. Each interview was 

audio recorded and transcribed by a third party transcription company.  In addition to 

data collected through participants' responses to questions, the researcher made notes of 

non-verbal behavior throughout the interview.    

  After data were collected, the responses were coded and then arranged into 

themes. A combination of a priori or pre-existing and inductive coding was used to 

identify themes.  A priori codes were derived from self efficacy theory-mastery 

experience, vicarious experience, social persuasion, and affective states. These four 

sources of information influence a person's sense of efficacy (Bandura, 1997).  The 

fundamental nature of the code had to be present in at least 3 of the 5 participant 

responses to be identified as a theme.  Themes were recorded and quotes from transcripts 

were included to provide detailed descriptions. 

Participant Demographics 

  The population for this study was comprised of public school principals serving  

in the state of Georgia. The success of each principal's school is measured by the College 

and Career Ready Performance Index (CCRPI).  A school's overall CCRPI score ranges 

from 0-100. Progress is a component of CCRPI along with achievement, achievement 

gap, and challenge points (extra points).  Table 1 is a visual of the components of CCRPI 

and maximum points possible for each component. 
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Table 1 

College and Career Ready Index Components 

Components Possible Points 

Achievement 50 

Progress 40 

Achievement Gap 10 

Challenge up to 10 

 

 

  Participants were chosen using non-random, purposeful sampling.  Of the 13 

principals who responded to the demographic survey and/or researcher emails, five were 

chosen to participate based on pre-determined criteria.  All participants have at least 3 

years of experience as a principal, lead in a school with a diverse student population, and 

serve in a former RT3 school district. Of the five participants, two was male and three 

were female.  Three of the participants were principals of elementary schools and two 

were middle school principals. 

Cathy Lee 

  Cathy is in her fourth year as an elementary school principal.  Her career as a 

principal has been at the same school.  She describes herself as a collaborative, 

transformational, and servant leader.  Teamwork is an essential component of how she 

leads.  She believes in getting feedback from teachers, parents, and the community to 

inform her decision-making.  Another component of Cathy's leadership style is 

implementing meaningful and intentional instructional practices.  Servant leadership is 
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more aligned with Cathy's personal belief.  "I feel we are on the Earth to serve others. So 

I try to serve my staff and my community and my kids as much as I can." 

  Cathy leads a school with an overall CCRPI score of 65.9 for the 2016-2017 

school year.  Her school's overall performance is higher than 26% of schools in the state 

of Georgia and is lower than its districts.  With a progress score of 31.4, student's 

academic growth is higher than 26% of schools in the state and lower than its district. 

George Michelson 

  George has been a principal for nearly four years at the same elementary school.   

 George describes himself as a hands on leader.  He is actively involved in everything that 

goes on in his school.  As a leader, George has three goals: to ensure engaged learning, to 

build quality relationships, and to facilitate meaningful collaboration.  A key element of 

his leadership style is to build quality relationships with his teachers, parents, and 

students. 

  George leads a school with an overall CCRPI score of 69.7 for the 2016-2017 

school year.  His school's overall performance is higher than 36% of schools in the state 

of Georgia and is similar to its district.  With a progress score of 29.4, student's academic 

growth is higher than 15% of schools in the state and lower than its districts. 

Andrew Cook 

  Andrew has been a principal for five years at the same middle school.  Andrew 

believes in distributed leadership.  "I'm not a person that believes you can do it all by 

yourself."  He quickly learned during his first year as a principal that you will burn 

yourself out if you try to do it all by yourself.  As a result, he learned how to identify 
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teacher leaders who could assist with completing tasks in a more efficient manner.  

Andrew considers as one of his jobs to assign a task to a capable teacher leader, monitor 

the task, and model his expectations.  

  Andrew leads a school with an overall CCRPI score of 64.4 for the 2016-2017 

school year.  His school's overall performance is higher than 22% of schools in the state 

and is lower than its district.  With a progress score of 35.6, student's academic growth is 

higher than 57% of schools in the state of Georgia and similar to its district. 

Katrina Brown 

  Katrina has been the principal of the same elementary school for five years.  She 

began her principalship in the middle of a school year.  She had six months to identify the 

needs of the students and staff and gave her time to develop a plan for change before 

beginning her first full year as principal. Katrina describes her leadership style as 

situational.  Whenever possible she includes as many people as she can in the decision-

making process to gain buy-in and make it easier to implement change.  However, she 

states, "when your name is the one on the letterhead, you have to make the final decision 

or the difficult decisions."    

  Katrina leads a school with an overall CCRPI score of 89.9 for the 2016-2017 

school year.  Her school's overall performance is higher than 89% of schools in the state 

of Georgia and higher than its district.  With a progress score of 40, student's academic 

growth is higher than 99% of schools in the state and higher than its district.  This 

elementary school has earned the designation of Beating the Odds which means that it 

performs better than similar schools. 
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Connie King 

   Connie has been a principal for nine years at one middle school.  She describes 

herself as more of a servant leader.  The schools leadership team is integral to decision 

making.  She states, "it's not just a one person decision."  Connie is humble and always 

references the team when discussing what and how decisions are made. She serves her 

teachers by ensuring "they have everything they need to be a productive teacher".   

  Connie leads a school with an overall CCRPI score of 73 for the 2016-2017 

school year.  Her school's overall performance is higher than 46% of schools in the state 

and is higher than its district.  With a progress score of 35.9, student's academic growth is 

higher than 60% of schools in the state and higher than its district.  This middle school is 

categorized as Beating the Odds, it out performs similar schools. 

  Table 2 provides a visual representation of participant demographics. 

 

Table 2 

Demographics of Study Participants 

Participants Level Years as Principal 

Cathy Lee Elementary School 4 

George Michelson Elementary School 4 

Andrew Cook Middle School 5 

Katrina Brown Elementary School 5 

Connie King Middle School 9 

Note: Pseudonyms were used for the names of the participants.  
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Findings 

  The researcher identified seven themes that were relevant to the phenomenon of 

increasing student achievement and improving teacher effectiveness: Leveling the 

Playing Field, Justify What I Do, Mastery Experience, Vicarious Experience, Academic 

Structure, Professional Learning, and  Critical Conversations.  The themes are presented 

in three categories: application of data, achievement, and teacher effectiveness.  The 

themes leveling the playing field, justify what we do, mastery experience and vicarious 

experience give insight into participants understanding and comfort level with the 

application of growth data.  The theme academic structure emerged as an approach 

participants use to incorporate growth data to address student achievement.   When the 

researcher asked about improving teacher effectiveness the themes professional learning 

and critical conversations emerged. Table 3 provides a visual representation of the 

categories and themes. 

 

Table 3 

Summary of Themes 

Application of Data Achievement Teacher Effectiveness 

Leveling the playing field Academic structures Professional learning 

Justify what we do  Critical conversations 

Mastery experience   

Vicarious experience   
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Application of Data 

  For the purpose of this study, application of data refers to participants 

understanding of Georgia's growth model, the role and importance of data in their 

decision making, and level of efficacy.  The themes identified by the researcher are  

leveling the playing field, justify what we do, mastery experience, and  vicarious 

experience.  All of these themes address the first research question. 

Leveling the Playing Field 

  The first theme identified by the researcher is leveling the playing field.  When 

the researcher asked participants about their understanding of the purpose of Georgia's 

growth model, four of the five expressed in some way how it levels the playing field for 

students and/or schools. Participants thoughts are expressed in the following narratives.  

 When George was asked about his understanding of the purpose of Georgia's 

growth model, he responded: 

  The growth score allows us to look beyond where we are right now and to 

 measure where they come from.  So in that regard we are measuring the impact 

 that our school  is making on the children over the course of the year of the time 

 they are with us.  We are not just focused on one sole group of kids or one group 

 individually. We are  really focused on every child and bringing each one 

 forward.  So for us it is a focus on the individual and it helps to level the playing 

 field between us and other schools. 

 

  Andrew pulled up the growth model for his school using the Student Longitudinal 

Data System to illustrate and explained the purpose of Georgia's growth model as 

follows: 

  It levels out the playing field. It's able to show where a student starts off with me 

 and where he'll end up. All teachers complain about not having the gifted 
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 students.  So on the previous test, it was all about achievement.  Growth is an 

 equal playing field as far as the evaluation of my progress and what I do. 

 

  Katrina described the growth model in this manner: 

  I would say that the growth model is kind of the next iteration of what came out 

 of AYP where they were saying that every kid would be at this point.  There was 

 finally a realization in Georgia that every kid comes to the table with something 

 different. And so it's about growing the students and progressing them, than 

 everybody has to meet the same benchmark at the same time. 

 

  Connie's understanding of the growth model is the following: 

 

  So, Georgia's growth model really tells how a student is performing based on their 

 peers.  It's not comparing you to someone who maybe has a much higher score or 

 a much lower score. And the major thing that shows the growth there will be the 

 teacher.  So, we are looking at how the teacher has helped with the growth of 

 their student. 

  

  Unlike the other participants, Cathy did not have as firm a grasp on the purpose of 

Georgia's growth model; however, she does understand the purpose of growth data 

which makes her response worth noting. 

  I really don't know the purpose of it, to be honest with you.  I've just had to deal 

 with it with CCRPI and that sort of thing.  You know at principal's meetings, I 

 really don't talk about that so  much as why it occurs.  It's just they talk about how 

 we need to have the kids grow.... I mean, when we look at Georgia Milestone 

 scores and MAP [Measures of Academic Progress] growth scores, we are really 

 looking at like the growth of individual students and that's my understanding of 

 what the growth model is.  And that goes along with my philosophy as a principal 

 because we're trying to serve each individual child based on their needs.  And so 

 to me the independent growth model aligns right along with what we're trying to 

 do in the school, is to grow each student based on their ability levels or where 

 they start. 

 

  To summarize, four of the five participants have an understanding of the purpose 

of Georgia's growth model.  Each participant described the growth model as leveling the 
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playing field, comparing students with like peers, and/or showing progress as opposed to 

absolute achievement.  Although, Cathy stated that she did not understand the purpose 

of Georgia's growth model.  Her understanding of the purpose of growth data is evident. 

Justify What We Do 

  The second theme identified by the researcher is justify what we do.  When asked 

how important data is to their decision-making process, four of the five participants 

mentioned  in some way how data drives or justifies everything they do.  Cathy 

expressed the role and importance of data this way: 

  So, we use data for everything. I mean we use data for everything that drives 

 everything in our school.  I think with data, it just makes things valid and you 

 need to justify your decisions. 

 

  George shared the following thoughts: 

 

  Data is very important in our decision-making process.  I don't quite know how 

 else to measure that, except to say that we use data. I know our teachers use data 

 every day. Frequently, we meet as a core leadership team every week and we look 

 at data at that time as well as part of the process of us monitoring our systems, 

 monitoring our student progress, and monitoring our teachers. We're consistently 

 looking at that to get a read on where we are and to also figure out where we're  

 going. 

   

  When Andrew was asked how important data is in his decision-making, he 

responded, "extremely".  He continued by stating: 

  My school grew almost 600 students in the course of five years. And the majority 

 of students we're getting are EL [English Learners] students. So, what worked 

 previously prior to me getting here wasn't going to work for the current structure 

 of the school as far as the ability of the students. They were coming to us reading 

 at a second , third grade level [which] meant that we had to make adjustments.  

 So, everything we do is data driven from discipline to attendance to the 

 academic processes. 
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  Katrina described the role and importance of data in how she makes decisions as 

follows:  

  I would say data is always a starting point. We use it from where we place 

 teachers assignment wise in the building, to building our class list, to making 

 purchasing decisions across the board.  It's that foundational piece of what data do 

 we have to show that we need this or to change something or buy something or 

 implement something.  Who's being that successful teacher with moving their 

 students along, and they maybe need to be a model or a mentor for somebody 

 else.  

 

  Connie who leads a school with almost every subgroup represented, stated how 

important data is in her decision-making process in the following way: 

  Oh, it's very important. I mean, I would say we use that other than the social 

 [issues].  And then we still look at data when we look at the social issues.  But I 

 would say we use data, oh, if I had to give a percentage, I would say at least 90% 

 of the time. 

 

  To reiterate, all of the participants expressed how data is an important factor in 

justifying the decisions they make.  Data is used to justify decisions made about 

everything from teacher placement, monitoring students, discipline, attendance, to 

decisions regarding purchases.  Participants understanding of  and belief about the 

importance of data provide insight into their intent to use growth data to make evidence- 

based decisions.  The next two themes, mastery experience and vicarious experience, 

shed light on how efficacious participants are with respect to the application of growth 

data. 

Mastery Experience 

  The third theme identified by the researcher is mastery experience.  All of the 

participants have experienced using growth data in their role as principal.  The following 
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narratives reveal the efficacy of each participant in using growth data to make evidence- 

based decisions.  Cathy was asked about her confidence level with incorporating growth 

data and she responded, "I mean like I said my mind doesn't work in a way that is, like 

data is easily comprehended, that's just not the way I work".  When asked what have you 

done to  increase your ability or confidence with using growth data, Cathy explained 

what she does to become more comfortable with using growth data in the following 

way: 

  I like to put myself in a position where I constantly have to  analyze data.  

 Because the more I do it, the better I get at it. And then I also want  to model for 

 the teachers...to show like this is not easy, you know.  I'm not expecting you 

 just to do it and then [I] not participate. So I try to sit down with the teachers and 

 analyze data as well. 

 

 In addition, Cathy described what she does from the moment teacher's growth data is 

received to plan for and implement a change in instructional practices. She explained: 

  Okay, so what we do at that moment.... So it’s first like looking at the general 

 picture and then dissecting it into the subgroups.  And then what you do is  you’re 

 determining where your deficits are, your strengths are ,and then what you do 

 with that is then you’re going to determine what your goals are going to be for the 

 upcoming school year.  So I’m thinking like more along the lines, like in the 

 spring when you’re planning for the upcoming school year, like that’s what 

 we would do.  But then you also have like your MAP scores, like we look at that 

 in the fall to determine like our EIP students for the school year.  So it’s really 

 like you really have to look at like individual scores of students, the resources that 

 you have, the resources you need to get, and then you also have to look at like 

 the support areas that you have.   

 
  When asked how confident he is in incorporating growth data, George responded, 

"So, I think we're pretty confident on what we are doing here." When asked how he 

learned how to do what he does, George shared the following thoughts: 
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  I think it goes to my upbringing. So I will tell you my first job out of grad school 

 was as a special education teacher…my goal was always to take my kids from 

 where they were and to move them forward. You got to hit them where they are. 

 You got to individualize instruction which is what growth data is all about. That's 

 certainly the lowest level of looking at growth data is that individual student. I 

 think that's just sort of who I was. As a special education teacher, it was all about 

 taking them from where they are and moving them forward. 

 

To further describe his confidence with using growth data, George shared the following 

thoughts regarding what he does the moment growth data is received: 

  I'm going to go ahead and do my own analysis first... And really decide for 

 yourself what it says about the school, classroom, or grade level student... My 

 next step would be to  roll it out to my core leadership team - the assistant 

 principal, counselor, coaches... Because having some others around  the table is a 

 really good thing to help understand data and what it says to them.  You may get a 

 whole different look at things as well. And then typically for us what we do from 

 there is to decide one of the most important things, right...What is the most 

 important? What is the most pressing? And then there's also the question of what's 

 achievable? You know, because you may have something that's really important 

 but you can't accomplish it right now for whatever reasons... Based upon my 

 observations and the core leadership team's observations, I would roll it out to my 

 instructional leadership team...You really got to give them an opportunity to really 

 translate that data into action... At that point in time we start to pace out the 

 change and determine like what are our first steps? What's the timeline for this 

 change? What supports do we need in place? What additional resources do we 

 need? How do we need to change the structure? You know, is this a right now 

 thing? Is this a beginning of the year next year  thing? What do we need...what is 

 really going to impact the change? And then start talking about people responsible 

 for the change.  How are we going to monitor the change?  What benchmarks are 

 we going to put in place to ensure that the change is successful and that we're 

 constantly monitoring the change initiative to ensure that we are getting the 

 result that we wanted which is the positive growth form students at all levels. 

 

  Andrew was "pretty confident" as well with incorporating growth data.  He shared 

the following thoughts on how he developed his ability to use growth data : 

  Like anything that's rolled out new ... is really immersing yourself with it. So just 

 like anything else, like if you immerse yourself, you learn it, learn it and then 

 you teach the other teacher leaders about it and then you just pass it on from 

 there onto the other teachers and it helps you become more acquainted with the 
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 data and understanding growth as well.  Let's say about six years ago we started 

 looking at the data and then having those discussions with teachers about what 

 does it look like, what do the quadrants look like, reading from the Georgia 

 Department of Education's website, attending trainings, and just really you know, 

 doing your homework on it.  To me it's all about you and how much fidelity you 

 are going to put into the process. 

 

When Andrew was asked about the specific steps he takes the moment growth data is 

received, he described his process as follows: 

  The first part of the process because you’ve always got new people is to explain 

 what it is. So it means like starting all over again even though some people are 

 already more familiar with it.  To me, I’d like to assume just from the beginning 

 that everybody’s at this level, at the beginning level, and I explain what it is and 

 what we’re looking at.  And then let’s explain, how can we use it in the classroom 

 to better inform our instructional decisions.  So then we link everything to 

 Teacher Keys...  How do we use that data to help inform us of our growth?  What 

 are some things that we can use in the intermediate times as far as facilitating that 

 growth and that could be... pretty much leading indicators, MAP, your pre and 

 post test, your benchmark test.  And we have our people doing weekly test to 

 gauge where students are instead of waiting out until the end of the unit or at the 

 end of the benchmark...And, so that’s where we start off at.  And then we help 

 monitor for those ones that are struggling.  Let’s help you through this process.  

 You struggled with growth last year, let’s talk about it.  Let’s put some things in 

 place.  So as far as the actual  roll out process, like I said, we start from the 

 beginning, showing them what does  it look like, explaining what the data looks 

 like.  We compare where they are with their peers.  More specifically just saying, 

 “This is where you are as a grade level.”  When we click and bust the bubble out 

 and say where you are…this is where your colleagues are as teachers, where are 

 you within that set? And then we look for trends.  So as the administrative staff 

 we sit down and look for trends.   

 

  Like George and Andrew, Katrina responded, "yeah, absolutely", when asked if 

she was confident in incorporating growth data and added to the conversation: 

  I feel like we've got a pretty good handle on it at our school the last three years. I 

 want to say this, we've gotten four score credit from the State of Georgia for our 

 CCRPI for student growth. So I feel like we are headed in the right direction, I 

 won't say that we're perfect by any means... I tried to teach it to the teachers too 

 because they've got to understand it too if they're going to really use and apply it.  
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 So it's not just about me knowing it, it's building their practice and their 

 knowledge for it too. 

 

 Regarding what she does to increase her ability to use growth data, Katrina answered: 

  I would say I do a lot of just self-study, self-reading, self-reflection.  I'll spend 

 time just playing with the different reports and going through the technical studies 

 on the website, and from companies, from assessments, like what does it really 

 mean, how do you figure it out, how do you apply this. You know they kind of 

 give us trainings but I always like to spend that time digging deeper. 

 

Katrina also shared the specific steps she takes the moment growth data is received: 

 

  So once we get our data, our growth data, the first thing we do is look at it as a 

 whole staff.  We're going to start with the large picture. What does it say, what it 

 is telling us that we as an entire school need to look at and focus on.  And that's 

 usually like a faculty meeting even with the post notes and the chart paper and the 

 data there in front of them, and we identify to staff what worked well, what didn't 

 work well, what's unclear.  Then we break it down in grade level meetings, and 

 we look  at it by grade level. So we looked at the school, now what does our grade 

 level say.  Because then you have to kind of tweeze apart those goals that we have 

 written as a school on what we need to work on, how does my grade level 

 contribute to improve in that goal.  And then we go down to the teacher level.  So 

 it's kind of they've got to see the big picture and then start tweezing it down. So 

 it's kind of like that how do you eat an elephant one bite at a time, you know. It's 

 kind of like I'll see the big elephant and them I've got to start breaking it down to 

 the grade level and then to the teacher.  In those grade level talks, we really talk 

 about is this a content issue, is this a curriculum issue, do I need additional 

 supplies, what do I need to maybe articulate with the grade level below me that, 

 you know, there's a foundational skill that maybe these kids didn't understand 

 before they got to us.  So we spend a lot of time with some of that vertical 

 articulation as well. 

 

  Connie joins George, Andrew and Katrina with regards to her confidence with 

incorporating growth data by stating, "I'm pretty competent".  Connie describes her 

mastery experience with incorporating growth data by saying: 

  Well, I guess I do this all the time. Every time that we have data, like for example 

 the Milestones, I go through and I look at all the students' data.  I look at all the 

 teachers' data, student growth and to see specifically who has excelled, who has 

 not... I'm always explaining to the faculty what it means, what it means for 
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 you, what does it mean for the children.  So we discuss the growth data.  And they 

 know I am a former math teacher.  So, I guess I'm a little biased with that part.  

 So, they know that I'll usually break it down. 

 

Connie added to the dialogue by explaining what specific steps she takes the moment 

growth data is received:  

  Okay.  So, when I get the milestones data on Infinite Campus, SLDS [Statewide 

 Longitudinal Data System], I'll first look at the teachers first. I'll look at the 

 teachers to see…because it gives them the students’ median growth percentile.  

 So, I'll look at their particular class. And then, what I'll do, if the class say, 

 scored…the teacher’s score is low, then, I'll  compare the same teachers and the  

  same team with the same group of kids to see if there’s a consistency with that.  

 Now, if there is one… math teacher that's got off the charts students growth.  

 Same group of kids go to science or social studies and then, they’re very low, then 

 I know there’s a problem right there in that classroom, whether it’s discipline, 

 getting the content across or whatever.  So, after I look at the teachers, then, I 

 look at the students... So, I start looking at the kids, looking at their previous 

 student growth to see if they’ve actually grown, because we can pull that on the 

 CCRPI report and we can look at their previous student growth percentile.  So, 

 after I look at all those things, then me and the leadership team, which is 

 composed most of the department chairs and administrators...we get together, we 

 discuss the data, we talk about what  probably needs to be done...  So, after we 

 look at the data and we develop a plan, we talk with the teachers.  We check to 

 see checks and balances to see if it’s actually been  implemented.  We give them 

 help by professional learning.  And then, we go back and we look at our data.  

 With the MAP, you know, we can look at it three times a year.  Milestones is only 

 just once.  But we look at the MAP data in January, February, see if there’s a 

 change from that.  And then, if there’s not, we’ve got to go back, go through the 

 cycle again and just look at it. 

 

  In summary, the perceptions and experiences of the participants regarding their 

efficacy with incorporating growth data in their decision-making speak to the theme of 

mastery experience. George, Andrew, Katrina, and Connie described themselves as 

confident or competent with incorporating growth data.  Although Cathy was not as 

confident in her ability to incorporate growth data, she places herself in a position where 

she has to analyze data in an effort to increase her efficacy in this area.  No matter the 
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degree of efficacy of each participant, all have a mastery experience with using growth 

data to make decisions.  

Vicarious Experience 

  The fourth theme identified by the researcher related to participants efficacy with 

applying data is vicarious experience.  The majority of the participants shared the 

experience of learning from others as a way to increase their confidence with 

incorporating growth data.  Only Katrina expressed a preference for learning on her 

own.  

  Although Cathy previously acknowledged that working with data is not easy, she 

compensated for this area of challenge in the following manner:  

  So I know I needed to , first, like try and get training myself, which I've gone on 

 to a couple of conferences…for data analysis. And another thing that I have also 

 done is I try to surround myself with people that are really proficient in data like 

 my academic coach.  I know I needed a coach that was really proficient in that 

 area, so I hired someone that was really, really good with data analysis. And not 

 only just analyzing the data but knowing what to do with it once we've done that. 

 

  George explained how he learns vicariously through others to increase his ability 

to utilize growth data by stating, "I mean our region superintendent does a great job on 

CCRPI and talking about growth data and how to read that growth data."  He added to 

the dialogue by sharing the following thoughts: 

  You know as we’re out there trying to find schools that are like us that are  maybe 

 doing a better job than us.  I look at growth data.  Like I’m looking at CCRPI.  

 I’m looking at their growth data.  Their progress from one year to the next and 

 determining, you know, whether a child is really or a group of children has really 

 shown growth or not.  You know, they could just be a high-achieving school that 

 doesn’t really have much growth.  So I’m looking solely…not solely at that…but 

 I’m looking at other demographic criteria that would show that they are similar to 

 us and looking at someone who’s able to or some school that’s able to bring them 
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 forward.  And we’re trying to study those schools and really make good decisions 

 about what we do here as well. 

 

  Andrew shared how he learned to use growth data from a former principal. These 

are his thoughts: 

  I worked up under as assistant principal, [principal at the time].  We worked hand 

 in hand when growth was starting to roll out. We always did value added prior to 

 that which is just like growth.  Because we really want to look at...we started it 

 about three years before Georgia looked at it.  

 

  Like Andrew, Connie was very succinct in describing how she learned from 

others.  She stated, " I make sure I go to seminars. We go to workshops.  So I can 

understand what it means having spoken to Georgia Department of Education to make 

sure I understand." 

  To summarize, the majority of the participants experienced learning from others 

through conferences, academic coach, seminars, other schools, former principals, or 

current area superintendents.  Katrina was the sole participant that learned on her own. 

Achievement 

  Achievement refers to the participants experience with using growth data to  

improve student outcomes.  All participants spoke of creating an academic structure 

within their school to increase student achievement. The theme of academic structure 

addresses the second research question. 

  The creation of the academic structure within the school was an emergent theme 

identified by the researcher.  When asked how they use growth data to increase 

achievement for struggling and high achieving students, all participants responded by 

explaining the structure of their instructional program.  
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  After getting a general picture of where the school is, Cathy shared her experience 

with addressing the needs of her struggling students: 

  As far as like kids that are struggling, so when we look at in general like where 

 our deficits were.  It was mainly in reading and we did have some deficits in 

 math. So what we try to do is we really try to look...we look at our FTE [Full 

 Time Equivalency] data and to try to see how to maximize our dollars there and 

 then we'll get EIP [Early Intervention Program] teachers for our struggling 

 students...  We have two and a half EIP reading teachers and then we have a full-

 time EIP math teacher.  They do pull out or push in with the students based on 

 their ability levels.  So the really, really low ones, we'll pull them out.  And then, 

 our ones that are right on the cusp we'll keep them in to make sure they're not 

 missing the content area.  We also look at special education as well.  If there are 

 major deficits in certain areas, we have them do resource.  But, what we found to 

 be successful, more than anything, with EIP, ESOL, and Special Education is the 

 push in model and the co-teacher model. 

 

With regard to her high achieving students, Cathy shared the following thoughts: 

 

  When I first got here, we looked at our data for our gifted students and saw that 

 they really weren't growing in the growth model.  And so, we had a pull out 

 model  at that time and so we really had to look at the data as far as what she 

 [teacher] was doing in that block when she was pulling them.  And honestly...

 when you look at pre/post assessment data there was really not a lot of growth.  

 So we determined that they were missing a lot of content based on the data that 

 we saw for the content scores.  So we decided to change the model, instead of pull 

 out we  do push in now. 

 

  George explained how he claimed time in the morning to address the needs of his 

struggling students.  George reported: 

  We have a leveled literacy intervention that we have in place here from 7 o'clock 

 to 7:40 every morning.  We're targeting students who are reading more than one 

 alphabetic level below grade level expectations according to Fountas and Pinnell 

 and with  some use of MAP as well.  So, we ensure growth of those kids with the 

 idea to close the achievement gap. We're doing this by providing an extra reading 

 block between 7 and 7:40 in a small group setting...with a trained person.  We 

 gather everyone in the building that we can get coaches, EIP, Special Education, 

 ESOL [teachers] and parapro's and even some grade level teachers are doing it as 

 well. ... We do something similar in Math as well. You know, we have 

 academic tutorials in place as well.  We really have targeted those students who 
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 are sitting in that gap.  We are going to hit the kids that are right at grade level or 

 slightly below and give them that weekly piece of tutorials... about an hour and a 

 half each week of Math and/or literacy. 

 

George continued by shedding light on how he addresses the growth of his high 

achieving students: 

  So our teachers know this is an expectation.  We're monitoring their progress as 

 well through MAP and Istation, just another program that we use here for reading 

 and math to ensure that these kids are moving in the right direction and that they 

 too are growing.  It's not just in those specific areas that we want them to grow; 

 we want them to grow as students in general.  So, you know we are a STEAM 

 school here.  We run our STEAM through project-based learning.  And our 

 project-based learning has a lot of choice in it, lots of sort of those key elements 

 that are good for not only gifted kids but also for just simply high achieving kids 

 that need those opportunities for creativity, for critical thinking, for collaboration, 

 good opportunities to work with one another and show great work.   

 

  Andrew, whose school has a high population of English Language Learners, 

shares how he addresses the needs of his struggling students: 

  So usually our EL's are the ones that show growth.  And most times I put the 

 teachers with the highest growth with those students.  So what we try to do is 

 make sure as far as giving everybody what they need, we set up the structures 

 based on their growth.  Our EL students had high growth in math. But, their 

 reading language arts scores were not where they need to be.  So what we did is 

 the kids get an extra hour of reading every day based on those growth scores and 

 their achievement scores as well.  We looked at it and said this is how we built it 

 into the structure of the day, instead of having extended learning time, we have 

 two additional teachers on those ESOL teams to work with those students in those 

 areas as far as ELA goes. 

 

He continued the dialogue by explaining what he does to address his high achieving 

students: 

  Well let me say the students who show the least amount of growth in our building 

 are gifted high achievers….For our gifted students because they often don't show 

 a lot of growth in math, we have a fifth person on the team to be a math teacher.  

 A lot of those gifted students or high achiever students are taking accelerated 

 math.  If they are taking accelerated math it is going at a faster pace so they're 
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 missing concepts along the way.  That teacher is going back and making sure that 

 the core part of that curriculum is taught with fidelity and not with so much speed. 

 Make sure that we're covering all bases. 

 

  Katrina seems to execute her instructional program with a high degree of 

consistency.  To address the needs  of her students in general, she provided the 

following insight: 

  I would say MAP and Fountas and Pinnell are our driving forces for looking at 

 student growth.  Both of them we give three times a year. We have a school chart 

 that we've developed that shows by month of the school year where students 

 should be for Lexile, and Fountas and Pinnell to be on target at third and fifth 

 grade benchmark. So even starting in kindergarten, we've got those checks of 

 halfway through the year this is where they should be, beginning of first grade 

 this is where they should be.  You don't want a student who you look at as typical 

 to start lagging behind and let slip through the cracks.  We’ve been very strategic 

 for all of our students and we do an hour and a half reading block and an hour and 

 a half math block. 

 

She continued by describing how she specifically addresses the needs of her struggling 

students.  Katrina expounded:  

  For our struggling students, we give Fountas and Pinnell more than three times a 

 year, just to kind of do those quick checks of are you making progress. We’ve 

 spent the last few years really working on our...Response to Intervention tiers and 

 really bringing in the parents even at Tier 2 meetings, and then really strategically 

 talk about what can we do, what can they do at home.  We have gone through the 

 bank of interventions that the county has given us, and actually selected specific 

 ones that these are the ones we’re going to use here at school so that the teachers 

 really understand the intervention and know how to implement it in order to keep 

 moving forward because you can't be an expert on all of them. So we really have 

 relied on the LLI [Leveled Literacy Intervention] kits that the county gave us...We 

 got this 30 minutes of the day before the school day actually starts, most of our 

 kids are here on the bus and so we do 30 minutes of intervention in the morning 

 for our kids across the school every teacher, with the exception of like a couple 

 who maybe help with car drop off or cafeteria or whatever, has an intervention 

 group.  Even our coaches, our media specialist, everybody does 30 minutes of 

 targeted intervention – three days a week are reading, two days a week are math.  

 Some of the kids cross grade  levels.  And they [teachers] do an intervention 

 group for five to six kids that are very targeted and specific to where the holes are 
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 in their knowledge, based on their scores.  And I think that has a made huge 

 difference for our lower kids.  Some of those interventions like the LLI, they 

 use in our special education resource classes which they’re kind of getting a 

 double dip that way.   

 

Katrina added to the conversation by expressing her feelings about how she used growth 

data to address the needs of her high achieving students: 

  I would say the area we struggle most with that’s part of your question is that 

 acceleration piece of those higher kids.  We are slow in moving our kids from 

 proficient into distinguish, but they’re not moving at the rate our lower kids are 

 moving into developing and so forth.  So that’s our focus area for us this year, 

 we’ve got a number of teachers who are gifted certified but that endorsement 

 is not giving them a lot of those tools to really move those kids forward.  And so, 

 that’s something as a leader and from the response from the teachers that I’m  

 working on, what are some of those book studies or resources or training that I 

 can bring in to keep moving those kids forward.  Our gifted members as a school 

 in the last few years have grown tremendously, we’re almost 20% gifted now.  

 And so something we’re doing is really moving them and they’re doing well, but 

 we want to keep moving them.  And I think the natural inclination is if I’m a 

 second grader and I’m showing mastery to move on to third grade, so we’re 

 moving on instead of moving deeper.  And so we’ve got to make that shift to, 

 okay, they’ve mastered it, at this point, let’s dig deeper, let’s make more of that 

 real world application, let’s make a lot more of those connections.  Becoming a 

 STEM certified school I think will help with some of that, but we’ve got to keep 

 pushing in that area.   

 

  Connie spoke of how she used student growth percentiles to address the needs of 

her struggling students: 

  So, what we do with the student growth data for our struggling.  First of all, we 

 get a print out of all of our lowest 25% of the students, based on the student 

 growth percentile. So, we look at that percentage, and we…I really look at putting 

 some of those students in my stronger teachers classroom.  That’s one thing.  We 

 also have our math tools, as I mentioned earlier, and reading tools which is a 

 different way of teaching math and reading where it is more computer-centered, 

 using various programs.  So, we will place those students in specific math or 

 reading tools, depending…or both, depending on their need. I also use that 

 student growth percentage for when we choose our ESOL classes...We have 

 sheltered classes already.  But, what we also do on their connection time, we'll 
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 take students, especially ESOL or students with disabilities, and we will have 

 extra support for them, extra classes for them. 

 

She continued by sharing how she addresses the needs of her high achieving students: 

 

 So, the higher achieving kids, as I said, we place them in accelerated math.  

 We teach it.  That’s the high school math.  So, when the student growth is high in 

 math, we’ll place him in accelerated math.  If he’s high in language arts, we don’t 

 have high school credit for language arts.  But what we do have is high school 

 credit for other languages, so, like French or Spanish.  We’ll place them in French 

 or Spanish.  So, placement for students is probably the major thing we do with the 

 student growth percentiles...Many of my high achieving students do go on to 

 STEM, especially those with the mathematical and science ability.  So, the 

 student growth percentile, they will allow those kids that are in the STEM 

 program…we have, oh, about maybe 200 kids who are in the STEM program, 

 help them to go into higher levels, more of a hands on research type individuals.  

 We also looked at those kids whose student growth was maybe not there but could 

 get there.  And we have those with the STEM team as well.   So that hopefully, 

 eventually, they’ll be on the STEM team.  But they’re doing the same classes, 

 except the connections.  So, we’re looking at those who are almost there to try 

 and push them to the next level. 

  In summary, the experiences expressed by the principals in this study support the 

theme of academic structure identified by the researcher.  All participant responses 

centered around targeted interventions, course offerings, and/or instructional delivery 

models to address student achievement. 

Teacher Effectiveness 

  Within this study, teacher effectiveness refers to the actions taken by the 

participants to improve a teachers ability to move or show growth in students.  Based on 

responses, the researcher identified two themes that speak to how participants use 

growth data to support teacher- professional learning and  critical conversations.  These 

emergent themes address the third research question. 

Professional Learning 
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  The participants in this study use professional learning at varying degrees.  Some 

participants merely mention professional learning while others provided more detail on 

how they use growth data to support teachers. Cathy offered her thoughts on how she 

used professional learning to support teachers:  

   So, we really try to do like differentiated PL for the teachers.  So what we do is 

 we take survey of like what they feel like their needs are and their strengths are at 

 the beginning of the school year.  And then we also do it at the end of the school 

 year and we look at the data with those just to say sort of like how it’s changed in 

 the year.  But actually the end of the year, what we did was we look sort of like 

 what the needs were for the teachers in order to set a PL for the upcoming school 

 year.  And then we look at like Georgia Milestone data and so like for instance 

 when our fifth grade math teacher, scores were really low in that area a couple of 

 years ago, and so it was one particular person who was teaching fifth grade 

 math, so we felt like he had some potential to do better so we want to just support 

 him in that area before we just totally took him out on that  subject.  And so what 

 we did was we gave him PL over the summer and the beginning of the school 

 year, and then we look at the data compared to like the one year to the next to see  

 if they have progress or the students have progress.  And then we also compare 

 that data from like the scores of the kids, the same kids but the year before, so like 

 it wasn't a different set of kids, was it the teaching, and that sort of thing.  So we 

 tried to differentiate a PL. 

 

  George utilizes his instructional coaches to facilitate professional learning. He 

states: 

  You know... we would look at a class that has lower student growth and talk about 

 like, you know, what are we doing?  We’re looking…we’ve two instructional 

 coaches here that do some push in support. We recognize patterns across the 

 grade level in specific areas.  We can put professional learning in place to help 

 those teachers out as well.  We’re doing push in as I’ve mentioned with coaches 

 so that they can model certain strategies that might help to grow students and 

 move them forward. Sometimes it’s me going in having initial conversations 

 saying this is the way we want it to be and here’s the support to help you make 

 sure that it happens.  So we’ll provide the coaches on the tail end.   

 

  When Andrew was asked how he uses growth data to support teachers, he replied: 
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  Some people are more…their plan is a little more defined depending on where 

 they are.  If you need that excessive support where we have to do all these 

 different steps, then we have instructional support specialist that meet with you 

 weekly to talk about where you are with your plans.  A lot of it is due to 

 insufficient planning.  And, so we sit down with them, plan, monitor, come 

 back, give feedback and just keep that process going until we feel confident 

 that they’re able to stand up on their own...Some people are put on a PDP 

 [Professional Development Plan] based on their growth scores. 

 

  With a consistent and well defined system of support, professional learning has 

been engrained in the culture of the school Katrina leads.  She revealed: 

  We’re very heavy on our professional development here probably comparative 

 to a lot of the other schools. So we might do professional development for  third, 

 fourth and fifth, depending on what they need and then K-2 together.  But  then 

 we also sometimes do, okay, we’ve notice this as a school and that  school- wide 

 goal, we need to work on guided reading.  And we’ll set up three different classes 

 of guided reading.  You got my beginners, I need some help, I’d never done it; my 

 uncomfortable with that I need to tweak, and then you got your teachers who 

 are master teachers who are like, I’m ready to go that next step.  And so we kind 

 of differentiate that PL based on where those teachers are.  So that gives us an 

 hour on Wednesdays to do these professional learning, to dig in.  So like in the 

 case where I would use guided reading as an example, they will meet three times 

 over of a span of maybe two months.  And so they leave there with, okay, when 

 you come back next time, bring this, let’s talk about it.  Just like you do with your 

 kids, you know, kind of you’re opening mini lesson and then you dig into the 

 work and then you got your ticket out the door, what you need to do before you 

 come back for your homework.  And so that’s been very helpful to us, and we use 

 the growth data as a part of that decision-making. Sometimes the teachers get to 

 pick their group, and sometimes myself and the coaches pick their group based on 

 their results and what we see in the classroom when we’re observing.   

 

  Connie expressed how she supports teachers with professional learning: 

 

  So, what we’ve done is I have an academic coach.  And so, what she does is she 

 works specifically with teachers and helps them with the kids as well...We’ll 

 develop professional learning based on how they’ve done or what they need or 

 what’s not happening. And then, we  go back and we look at our data.  With the 

 MAP, you know, we can look at it three times a year.  Milestones is only just 

 once.  But we look at the MAP data in January or February to see if there’s a 

 change from that.  And then, if there’s not, we’ve got to go back, go 

 through the cycle again and just look at it. 
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  In sum, all participants experienced utilizing growth data to support teachers 

through professional learning.  George, Andrew, and Connie used their 

instructional/academic coach to facilitate professional learning.  Cathy and Katrina both 

employed differentiated professional learning to support and improve teacher 

effectiveness. 

Critical Conversations 

  The final theme discovered by the researcher is critical conversations.  As part of 

the exchange regarding teacher support, the majority of the participants revealed that 

teachers are engaged in discussions surrounding student growth data.  Cathy was the 

only respondent that did not share critical conversations as part of the support provided 

to teachers.   

  When asked how he uses growth data to support teachers, George  reiterated 

collaboration as a key component: 

  We’re also working it as part of our collaboration that I mentioned earlier, right?  

 A teacher can reflect on the growth that they’ve experienced with a specific group 

 of students or any specific area and have quality discussions with another teacher 

 about, hey this particular area we got a lot of growth in, or maybe I had a lot 

 of growth in Math last year and you did not or I did not and you did.  Tell me 

 what you’re doing in your classroom to really get that.  How are you organizing 

 yourself?  How do you organize your class?  What concepts are you…you know, 

 how are you building spiraling review in to your work?  Whatever it might be.  

 This allows quality dialogue between our teachers to discuss instruction in a 

 meaningful way. So we do a lot of comparisons here without it being hurtful 

 comparisons.  Just quality conversations about the growth data that we’re getting.  

 And what different teachers are doing so that we can share ideas and make 

 it…make it an opportunity for collaboration.   

 

  When discussing how he used growth data to support teachers, Andrew shared his 

thoughts in the following way:  
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  I definitely share with teacher where they are in the growth process and they’re 

 happy to understand which quadrant they fall in, why they fell in that quadrant, 

 how to break it down through SLDS.  Also, just having them understand if you’re 

 teaching the actual standards.  And most time the teachers don’t…the teachers 

 who are not successful are the ones that don’t follow the standards and not 

 following the pacing guide, they didn’t finish the curriculum like they were 

 supposed to do.  So it’s not a big surprise when we see a teacher with low growth 

 means…they’re pretty much…they’re struggling as a teacher.  Rarely do you see 

 an excellent teacher have low growth.  So it works hand in hand with teacher 

 keys.  So to me, it enhances what we’ve already seeing and it validates a lot of  

 what we see.   So we’re able to say basically, this is what we’re seeing in your 

 classroom from an observation standpoint, but this is what we’re seeing from a 

 data standpoint.  So we are able to articulate and say this is what we really need to 

 do as far as addressing the needs of the classroom and what different things you 

 need as well. 

 

  Katrina explained how she engaged in conversations with teachers: 

 

  I think that we have used it [growth data] a lot with conferencing with teachers 

 and looking at things... And so we tied into their teacher keys goals, you know, 

 what does your data say, how can you improve this, what can you do to make a 

 difference, let’s make our goal.  So we can talk about what are those practices that 

 worked well, what are the ones that we need to tweak.   

   

Katrina added to the dialogue by sharing what occurred in weekly data meetings with 

the teachers: 

So the teachers meet on Tuesdays and Thursdays, so Tuesday is solely around 

data talks, and our data talks are kids everywhere from Tier 1 to Tier 4.  Two kids 

at a time, where are we, what's going on, what can we do, what's working, what's 

not working, how are you doing that.  I mean we've got a prompted script that we 

use,  kind of this facilitators guide.   

 

  Connie was in the process of planning data talks with her staff during the latter 

part of the week and into next week.  She presented a copy of her school's data and pre-

determined questions teachers would be asked during the data talk.  She explains: 

  So what happens is that me, my academic coach and my assistant principal for 

 instruction, we meet with every single team.  Those are the questions we ask and 

 they all deal [with] student growth percentiles, looking at it specifically.  We also 
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 look at the achievement gap to see how we improved.  So, once we sit down with 

 the team...[we talk about] the strategies that we are going to use. What are we 

 going to do to make sure that we are implementing those strategies with fidelity? 

 We develop a plan. 

  

Summary 

  The purpose of this study was to determine principals' perceived efficacy with 

using student growth data to increase achievement and improve teacher effectiveness.  

The phenomenological approach was used to capture the lived experiences of 

participates with incorporating growth data in their decision-making process.  Data were 

collected using one-on-one interviews with five elementary or middle school principals 

in the state of Georgia. 

  The researcher identified seven themes that were divided into three categories - 

application of data, achievement, and teacher effectiveness.  The themes leveling the 

playing field, justify what we do, mastery experience, and vicarious experience were 

categorized under application of data.  In the achievement category, the theme academic 

structure emerged.  Professional learning and critical conversations are the themes that 

emerged in the teacher effectiveness category.   

  In Chapter 5, the findings will be discussed and used to respond to each of the 

research questions.  Implications for educational leaders and recommendations for future 

research will be provided. 



 

75 

CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Chapter five consists of a summary of the study and presents a discussion of the 

findings as it relates to the three research questions.  In addition, the alignment of the 

findings to the review of literature and theoretical framework will be provided.  

Conclusions, implications and recommendations for future research will also be 

presented in this chapter. 

Summary of the Study 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore principals' perceptions of 

their efficacy with making evidenced- based decisions using growth data. The researcher 

also sought to discover how principals use growth data, in conjunction with other data, to 

increase student achievement and teacher effectiveness. The study was guided by the 

following research questions: 

RQ1.  What are principals’ perceptions of their efficacy with using student growth data 

to make evidence based decisions? 

RQ2.  How familiar are principals with the use of student growth data to improve 

student outcomes? 

RQ3. In what ways do principals use student growth data to increase teacher 

effectiveness? 
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 The review of literature addressed the shift in educational reform from status 

measures of achievement to incorporating growth as a significant factor.  The two most 

common growth models, value-added and student growth percentiles, were a focus of the 

review of literature.  Additionally, literature was reviewed on teacher evaluation systems 

to assess teacher effectiveness and principals' use of growth data. 

 The qualitative, phenomenological approach was used to conduct this study.  

Purposeful sampling was used to ensure all participants had experience with the 

phenomena of increasing student achievement.  All participants met the following 

criteria: three or more years as a principal, school must have a diverse population, and  

lead in a former RT3 school and district.  Once participants were chosen, one-on-one, 

semi-structured interviews were conducted.  The interviews were audio recorded and 

recordings were then transcribed.  Following transcription, the interviews were coded and 

emergent themes identified. 

Summary of Major Findings 

 The researcher identified seven themes which were placed in three categories-

application of data, achievement, and teacher effectiveness.  The themes categorized 

under application of data are leveling the playing field, justify what we do, mastery 

experience, vicarious experience. The theme identified under achievement is academic 

structure.  The last two themes categorized under teacher effectiveness are professional 

learning and critical conversations.  The first four themes addressed the first research 

question. The fifth theme addresses the second research question. The third research 

question was addressed by the last two themes. 
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Discussion for Research Question 1 

 The first research question asked: What are principals' perceptions of their 

efficacy with using growth data to make evidence-based decisions?  The themes that 

provide a response to this research question are leveling the playing field, justify what I 

do, mastery experience, vicarious experience.  To answer the first research question it 

was important to determine if participants understand the purpose of SGP's, the role data 

plays in their decision making, and how each participant perceives their level of efficacy 

with using growth data.  Although there is limited literature that addresses principals' 

perceived confidence level with the use of growth data, self efficacy theory, the 

theoretical framework on which this study is based, is used to guide the discussion.  Self 

efficacy is a primary factor in determining human behavior (Bandura, 1993; Martin & 

Kulinna, 2004).  A principals' sense of efficacy is confidence in his or her ability to 

perform a specific task to produce desired outcomes (Bandura, 1997; Tschannen-Moran 

& Gareis, 2004).  Four sources of information influence self efficacy: mastery 

experience, vicarious experience, social persuasion, and affective states (Bandura, 1997).   

 According to the literature, the main purpose of student growth percentiles is to 

describe the relative progress of students to other students throughout the state with a 

similar score history (Betebenner, 2008; Castellano & Ho, 2013; GaDOE, 2015).  Most 

of the participants had some understanding of the purpose of Georgia's growth model, 

student growth percentiles.   All of the participant expressed in their own way that the 

purpose was to take students from where they are and move them forward as opposed to 

students reaching the same level of proficiency at the same time.  Every student in middle 
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school has an SGP for tested subjects, as opposed to only fourth and fifth grade students 

in elementary.  Therefore, middle school principals had a much deeper understanding of 

SGP's than elementary principals.  However, the elementary school principals, as well as 

the middle school principals, use other forms of growth data to make decisions.  

Understanding the purpose of growth data helps predict how that data will be use to make 

evidence-based decisions. 

 With regards to the importance of data in their decision-making process, all 

principals stated that data provides justification for everything they do.  The respondents 

use growth data in conjunction with attendance, discipline, and other forms of data to 

make evidence-based decisions.   

 The themes mastery experience and vicarious experience emerged when 

participants were asked how confident they were with incorporating growth data in their 

decision making.  Of the five participants, four perceived themselves as being highly 

efficacious with using growth data to make evidence- based decisions.  One participant, 

Cathy,  was not as efficacious but compensated by surrounding herself with and learning 

from those who are comfortable with and highly capable of analyzing data . When asked 

about what they did to increase their ability to incorporate growth data, all shared a 

personal or mastery experience that contributed to their confidence level or sense of 

efficacy.  This is not surprising.  Due to the shift in education reform, a key component of 

a principals responsibility is to make decisions that will lead to an increase in student 

achievement and progress.  With regards to vicarious experience, four of the five 

participants indicated that they learned from former supervisors and/or professional 
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learning opportunities.  The sole principal, Katrina, whose school's academic growth is 

higher than 99% of schools in the state, expressed a desire to study and learn on her own.   

 In sum, four of the participants perceived themselves to be highly efficacious in 

using different forms of student growth data to make evidence-based decisions.  Personal 

experience analyzing and utilizing data as a key element of their job responsibilities as 

well as learning from others contributed to the participants perception of efficacy. 

Discussion for Research Question 2 

 The second research question asked: How familiar are principals with the use of 

student growth data to increase student outcomes?  The literature on data has centered 

around understanding its usage and on results based on informed decision making 

(Turner & Coburn, 2012).  However, according to Coburn & Turner (2011), there has 

been little focus on the interpretation and integration of student growth data at the school 

level and the development of pragmatic interventions.  In a study by Clauser et al. (2016), 

72.5 percent of the principals use growth data to identify struggling students and 56.3 

percent use growth data to identify students who are making significant progress.  

However, the practical use of growth data has not been adequately addressed in the 

literature (Clauser et al., 2016).  The findings of this study fill a gap in the literature.  

 The theme that emerged to answer this research question is academic structure.  

When participants were asked how they used growth data to support students, all of the 

participants explained exactly what they do with the growth data.  Beyond identification 

of students, each principal discussed how they adjust the academic structure to address 

the needs of students.  Cathy, uses growth data as well as other data to identify struggling 
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students and justify hiring additional teachers.  This allows those struggling students to 

learn in a small class setting and/or reduces the teacher to student ratio.  In contrast, 

George and Katrina,  two of the elementary principals, reclaim wasted time at the 

beginning of the school day to provide students with small group, targeted assistance with 

reading and/or math.  Every capable and available adult in the building is assembled to 

work with students in leveled literacy and/or math groups. The two middle school 

principals, Andrew and Connie, use growth data to determine what courses/classes 

should be offered to address identified student needs.  Andrew added an additional 

Reading/ELA teacher to his ESOL teams to address low growth in that content area. 

Instead of a four man team, he created a five man team to provide students with a double 

dose of Reading/ELA during the academic day.  On the other hand, Connie, maintained a 

four man team, but offered Math Tools and Reading Tools as a course during the 

connections periods.  In keeping with the literature, all participants used growth data to 

identify struggling students.  In contrast to the literature, all participates went beyond the 

identification of struggling students and used growth data to implement pragmatic 

interventions to address the needs of identified students.  

 In reference to high achieving students, Andrew and Katrina, admitted that 

their gifted/high achieving students were the students that grow the least or the slowest.  

The majority of the principals use the STEM/STEAM program to address the needs of 

gifted/high achieving students.  STEM/STEAM allows students to apply what is learned 

in the classroom to solve real life problems in the school, community, or the world.  Four 

of the five schools have earned STEM or STEAM certification and participants use this 
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program to increase progress for high achieving students through problem-based 

learning.  In addition to STEM, the middle school respondents offer accelerated courses 

for high school credit to address the needs of high achieving students.   

 In sum, all participants were comfortable with using growth data to support 

students by adjusting the academic structure of the school.  Providing targeted, small 

group intervention, student placement, offering accelerated courses, and the 

STEM/STEAM program are practical ways principals use growth data to support 

students. 

Discussion for Research Question 3 

 The third research question asked: In what ways do principals use student growth 

data to improve teacher effectiveness?  The review of literature revealed that there has 

been a shift from classroom observations to student growth as a significant measure of 

teacher effectiveness (Aguilar & Richerme, 2014).  According to Weisberg et al. (2009), 

"a teacher's effectiveness-the most important factor for schools in improving student 

achievement-is not measured, recorded, or used to inform decision-making in a 

meaningful way"(p3).  There was little to no literature that specifically addressed how 

principals use student growth data to improve teacher effectiveness.  Therefore, this 

study fills a gap in the literature.   

 When the respondents were asked how they use student growth data to support 

teachers, two themes emerged - professional learning and critical conversations.  All 

participants provide teachers with professional learning.  However, each principal 

provided professional learning or development in different ways.  Two of the elementary 
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principals, Cathy and Katrina differentiate professional learning based on teachers 

needs.  Katrina, has incorporated professional learning as a part of the culture of the 

school.  Four of the five participants utilize instructional coaches to provide teachers 

with support with  improving instructional practices.   

 Critical conversations about achievement and teacher practices also emerged as a 

layer of support for teachers.  Most of the participants engaged teachers in data talks 

where they focus on specific students and instructional practices.  Teacher reflection is a 

major component of these critical conversations. Katrina engages in data talks with 

teachers on a weekly basis; these conversations are embedded in the culture of her 

school.   

 In sum, principals use professional learning, instructional coaches, and data talks 

to improve teacher effectiveness.  There is still a need to determine the most effective 

way to use growth data to strategically implement professional learning to impact 

teacher effectiveness. 

Implications  

 There has been a major shift in education reform and accountability over the last 

decade.  Reformers have recognized that students enter school with varying levels of 

readiness.  With that realization, student growth has become a significant factor in 

measuring educational effectiveness.  All students may not reach proficiency at the same 

time, but all students can show progress throughout the school year.  The idea is for 

every student to demonstrate a years worth of growth for a years worth of instruction.  
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Therefore, the findings of this study are significant in terms of addressing the 

achievement gap and increasing student achievement.   

 With regards to practice, this study provides valuable information to school 

leaders.  Principals can use this information to identify students, struggling and high 

achieving, who are not progressing and implement practical strategies that can address 

the individual needs of those students. Leveraging human capital is another way this 

information can be used by school leaders.  By helping each staff member understand 

how their role affects student achievement, principals can be intentional about how to 

best utilize all qualified staff to increase student outcomes.  In addition, school leaders 

can use the findings of this study to develop a systematic approach to building the 

capacity of teachers that can improve the effectiveness of teachers and, in turn, increase 

student achievement and growth. 

 The goal of this research study was to fill the gap in the literature regarding how 

principals use growth data to impact achievement and the effectiveness of teachers.  The 

studies on growth data and its usage center around the importance of the data, the 

reliability and validity of the data, the perceived misuse of the data, and the inclusion of 

the data in teacher evaluation systems.  None of the literature touch on the practical use 

of growth data by school principals to improve student outcomes.  The findings of this 

study shed light on how principals are using available growth data to address the needs 

of struggling as well as gifted/high achieving students.  The findings also illuminate how 

principals use growth data to build the capacity or effectiveness of teachers.  The  

discussion has shifted from whether growth data is valid and reliable to how it can be 
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more effectively used in a way that may lead to improved student outcomes for all 

student subgroups. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 1.   A case study could be conducted with a principal whose progress score  

  has increased for three consecutive years to explore the impact the schools 

  culture, climate, academic structure, and leadership  had on sustained  

  results. 

 2.  A quantitative study could be conducted among schools with high and low 

  progress scores to determine if there is a difference in school culture,  

  climate, academic structure, and leadership.  This will allow the researcher 

  to study a larger sample in multiple school districts and states. 

 3. A study could focus on principals' interpretation of growth data for the  

  purpose of making evidence based decisions. This will allow the   

  researcher to determine if decisions are based on the accurate or inaccurate 

  interpretation of growth data.  

Summary 

  This phenomenological study described the lived experiences of five elementary 

and middle school principals with using student growth data to increase achievement.  

The purpose of the study was to determine principals' perception of their efficacy and 

comfort with using growth data to increase student outcomes and improve teacher 

effectiveness.  Chapter 5 provided a summary of the study, discussion of the findings 

with regards to answer the research questions, implications for school leaders, and 
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recommendations for future research.  The researcher identified seven themes placed in 

one of three categories-application of data, achievement, and teacher effectiveness.  The 

seven themes identified by the researcher were leveling the playing field, justify what we 

do, mastery experience, vicarious experience, academic structure, professional learning, 

and critical conversations.   

  Bandura's self-efficacy theory was used to guide this study.  Of the four sources 

of information used to determine efficacy, the researcher discovered that mastery 

experience and vicarious experience significantly contributed to participants’ efficacy 

with using growth data.  The findings of this study fill a gap in the literature by 

providing pragmatic means of using growth data to address the needs of struggling and 

high achieving students and improving the effectiveness of teachers.  School leaders 

may use the findings in this study to help guide their efforts to incorporate growth data 

in their decision-making resulting in desired student achievement and progress as well as 

building the capacity of teachers to implement instructional practices that may result in  

growth for all students. 
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Demographic Survey Questions (SurveyMonkey) 

1.   Name 

2.   Job title 

3.   What school system? 

4.   What is the name of your school? 

5.   How many years have you been a principal? 

6.   What type of student growth data are you able to access? 

7.   What is the best time to contact you? 

8.  Contact information  

Interview Questions 

1. How long have you been a principal and how long have you served as principal of 

your current school? 

2. How would you describe your leadership style? 

3. How important is data in your decision -making process? 

4. What is your understanding of the purpose of Georgia's growth model? 

5. What role does growth data play in your decision-making? 

6. How do you use student growth data to increase student achievement in general? 

7. How do you specifically use student growth data to increase achievement for your 

struggling students and for your high achieving students? 

8. How have you used growth data to support teachers? 

9. How confident are you in your ability to incorporate growth data? 

10. What have you done to increase your ability to incorporate growth data in your 

decision- making? 

11. What specific steps do you take from the moment teachers growth data is received to 

plan for and implement a change in instructional practices? 
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LINKING to NCES: All information on our site is in the public domain. If you feel that a link to our website 
from yours is beneficial, please feel free to create a link. 

REPLICATION: Unless specifically stated otherwise, all information on the U.S. Department of Education's 
NCES website at http://nces.ed.gov is in the public domain, and may be reproduced, published or otherwise 
used without NCES' permission. This statement does not pertain to information at websites other 
than http://nces.ed.gov, whether funded by or linked to, from NCES or not. 

Please use the following citation when referencing NCES products and publications: 
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