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At a principals’ meeting the day before, Janet Palmer Owens had listened as her deputy
superintendent announced that Michael Contompasis, the superintendent of the Boston Public
Schools (BPS), would arrange to meet individually with a few principals. He was especially
interested in talking with those in schools where high proportions of low-income, minority students
performed well on the state’s standardized tests. Contompasis hoped to learn about their strategies
for success so that the district could help more schools make significant gains in student performance.
Owens realized that she might well be asked to meet with Contompasis. Her school—the Samuel
Mason Elementary School (“the Mason”)—had once been one of the lowest-performing schools in the
district, but now was among the top-performing BPS elementary schools on the state assessment.
Meanwhile, schools nearby struggled to educate students of similar backgrounds.

Owens was deeply committed to all students” academic success. As a school leader, she believed
that she had to “instill a sense of urgency in everyone” and insisted that “our focus on results is non-
negotiable. You must do it. That’s all I know! Results, results, results. This is about our children
and we must get results.” She thought her consistent focus on results had been essential to the
Mason’s impressive progress, but she also realized that improving performance across the school had
required much more than sheer determination. As she thought about discussing her school’s success
with the superintendent, Owens realized that many changes both in her school and in the district had
contributed to the Mason’s steady improvement (see Exhibit 1). This was not a simple story with an
obvious lesson.

Educating in a Context of Accountability

As the oldest public school system in the nation, BPS served 57,279 students in 145 schools in
SY07.! Its diverse student body was 42% African American, 14% White, 9% Asian American, and 35%
Hispanic/Latino. Among these students, 20% were in special education and 11% were enrolled in
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programs for English language learners. Seventy-three percent of BPS students qualified for free
lunch.

District Background

BPS, like other urban districts, faced intense pressure to ensure that all students were learning at
high levels. Since the 1970s, the district had utilized a Controlled Choice Plan in order to carry out a
desegregation court order. Under the Controlled Choice Plan, BPS divided the city into three
geographic zones and asked parents to rank their choices from among the 20-30 elementary schools
in their community’s zone. Some parents relied solely on test scores to choose schools, whereas others
referred to a combination of measures that would often include test-score rankings. Schools with low
enrollments could be closed. A second approach to accountability was introduced in 1993 when
Massachusetts passed an education reform law, which provided increased funding for public schools
in exchange for more external scrutiny of results. The Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment
System (MCAS) became the state’s tool for measuring educational performance. Developed in
conjunction with Massachusetts’ curriculum frameworks, the MCAS was a rigorous set of tests,
containing both multiple-choice and open-response questions in reading, math, and science.

When the federal government passed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) in 2002, Massachusetts
began using the MCAS to meet federal requirements. Whereas initially it was administered in only
three grades, federal law now required that students be tested annually in grades three through eight,
and one time in high school. In order to meet “adequate yearly progress” (AYP) standards, schools
would have to achieve proficiency performance targets with all subgroups having 40 or more
students.? Schools that failed to meet AYP for two consecutive years were placed in the “needs
improvement” category. Those that remained in that category were subject to corrective action,
restructuring, or takeover by the state.

Yet, these approaches had not transformed schools or eliminated inequity districtwide. In fact,
publicly released test data revealed substantial and persistent discrepancies in student achievement
across the district. Like many school districts, BPS had an achievement gap between subgroups of
students from different ethnic and racial groups. For example, third-grade African American and
Latino students scored in the “Very Low” and “Low” categories of the 2006 MCAS English Language
Arts (ELA) and Math tests. Their Asian and White counterparts scored in the “Moderate” to “High”
categories. (See Exhibit 2 for BPS’ 2006 MCAS performance figures.)

Superintendent Thomas Payzant, who headed the district from 1995-2006, was a strong
proponent of standards-based accountability and relied on a whole-school approach to promote
improvement. When Payzant introduced new curricula in all subjects, coaches and additional
instructional resources were deployed to support implementation in the schools. Within BPS district
offices, Payzant’s plan for reform created momentum to develop tools that schools and classroom
teachers could use to assess and improve student performance.

Sustained Leadership Inside and Outside the District

During Payzant’s tenure, BPS worked closely with the Boston Plan for Excellence (BPE), a local
education foundation committed to enhancing professional development and literacy instruction in
city schools. As the district’s primary external partner, the BPE used two approaches to improving

2 Students were assigned to AYP subgroups based on their language proficiency, race, socioeconomic status, and disability
status.
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schools:® 1) testing new ideas that hold promise for accelerating improvement in schools and 2)
pressing the district to look at its own policies and practices that slow reform.

The BPE provided critical support to the schools and central office, often creating, testing, refining,
and implementing initiatives central to Payzant’s reforms. The BPE was both a catalyst and agent for
change in school practices through its professional development model of school-based coaching,
tools for analyzing student performance data, professional networks for teachers and principals, and
other important, research-driven innovations in education. In 2003, the BPE (in partnership with the
district and Strategic Grant Partners) instituted and housed the Boston Teacher Residency Program
(BTR), the district’s homegrown teacher preparation and licensure program.

Providing Schools with Information, Tools, and Resources

Schools were under immense pressure to collect and analyze student performance data through a
wide range of district assessments. Each year, they were expected to provide summary reports that
detailed each major subgroup’s performance against the district’s standards. Many of the schools
lacked the capacity and resources to manage such a large volume of data. At the request of school
change coaches, the BPE began to explore ways to provide assistance.

The BPE created FAST Track, a technology tool that gave schools the ability to depict overall
student performance with charts and graphs. However, FAST Track was not a “live” system—it did
not keep pace with student mobility within the district. Moreover, teachers were not targeted as the
main users and training was focused on principals. The system faced barriers to implementation and,
as a result, was not widely adopted.

Responding to MCAS

When the state introduced MCAS in 1998, district officials realized that they needed to provide
schools with information and technical tools to assist teachers and principals with data analysis.
Maryellen Donahue, BPS Director of Research, Assessment, and Evaluation (RAE), developed the
MCAS Toolkit for teachers, which included protocols for examining test results, identifying common
student errors, and discussing alternative teaching strategies. Instructional leadership teams,
composed of teachers and administrators within schools, used these protocols to analyze data reports
provided by the Massachusetts Department of Education (DOE). Donahue recalled, “The focus was
to start a conversation of, ‘If kids are responding this way, what does it mean for my instruction?
What does this mean for my classroom and for other classrooms across the school?””

The MCAS Toolkit laid a strong foundation for analyzing student data, but teachers and
principals found themselves overwhelmed by the paper-based process. The reports from the DOE
were not organized by classes or subgroups. Although a few schools were able to input all the data
into an electronic spreadsheet program, most lacked the skills and resources for this work and had to
disaggregate the data by hand. Donahue noted, “As I look back on it, it was a big step. But, tedious
doesn’t even begin to describe the process.” Without an electronic component to sort and organize
the data for meaningful patterns and comparisons, most schools could learn little from their MCAS
results.

3 http:/ /bpe.org/, accessed January 15, 2007.




047 Using Data to Improve Instruction at the Mason School

Creating MyBPS Assessment: For Oversight or Instructional Improvement?

District personnel agreed that they needed assessment tools that would give teachers timely
diagnostic information about their students’ academic skills. During the 2001-2002 school year,
Harvard Graduate School of Education Professor Richard Murnane worked with the district to help
guide and coordinate a data governance group, which included various administrators in BPS’
district office and the BPE. Each month, they not only met to discuss progress made by each
department office but also to promote task accountability among leaders who often felt distracted by
what one insider called “the need to put out fires.”

Together, members of the data governance group discussed what teachers and principals had told
them about schools’ assessment needs and decided to add assessment tools to an existing data
system—MyBPS—which had functioned primarily as an HR portal to inform individual employees
about payroll and budgets. Ultimately, the new tool became known as MyBPS Assessment.

MyBPS Assessment provided teachers and data teams with information in response to a series of
questions a teacher might ask about MCAS data. For example, a teacher could start with a high-level
look at her class” overall performance in reading. She could then decide to examine her students’
performance on specific multiple choice questions in order to see if certain concepts proved
particularly difficult for them as a group. She could also click through additional screens to view
information about individual students and their responses to specific questions. (See Exhibit 3 for
sample screen shots of MyBPS Assessment.)

By linking test items to state standards, MyBPS Assessment encouraged teachers to consider
students’ performance in relation to standards. Donahue said her mental model for MyBPS was an
ATM: “It's almost as easy to use as an ATM. At least, that was my goal.” MyBPS was available to
teachers with a personal logon from any computer, including those at home. From the perspective of
teachers, who had little time during the school day to study their data, this was especially important.
Kristan Singleton, Assistant Director at BPE, stressed the value of making the system user-friendly:
“There were too many instances where use of data at a school was entirely dependent on the
professional development that teachers got on how to use things like Excel. We said, ‘Let’s level the
playing field so that everybody has the benefit of data analyses.””

The data governance group confronted the important question of who, in addition to classroom
teachers, would have access to the data. Some thought that central office administrators should be
able to easily compare student performance on different parts of the test across classes and schools.
Others disagreed, arguing that a design focusing on the needs of central office administrators to
monitor performance would lessen its value for teachers and principals. In the end, they designed a
system that did not give central administrators access to classroom-level data. Although these
administrators still had access to the raw data of individual students, it would take them an
inordinate amount of time to aggregate these data by classroom, school, and cluster groups.

Donahue noted, “In the interest of focusing on teachers’ needs, we’ve moved away—
inadvertently, in a way—from the accountability function of the MCAS. The central office wanted to
use MyBPS Assessment to see where and who the teachers were, and what they were doing.”
However, given the portal they were using, this was not possible. Those involved believed that the
district would eventually build “a companion set of tools that would satisfy their oversight needs.”

The data group also had to decide who within schools would have access to student-level and
classroom-level data. After much deliberation, they decided to provide access to student-level and
classroom-level data to those individuals who were responsible for instruction and data analysis.
Each school principal had the ability to then designate access to support staff as appropriate.
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Singleton commented, “If we started with the teachers, you could say you were at least opening up
the MCAS to some sort of disaggregation for teaching and AYP purposes.”

At schools, the use of MyBPS Assessment was self-governed by teachers and principals.
Individual teachers could review information about their students and analyze performance by
ethnicity, gender, year, and question type. Principals and school data-team members could customize
data reports for currently enrolled students by designating codes such as bilingual or after-school
program participation; they could also compare whole-class, whole-grade, or whole-school
performance to district and state results.

FAST-R: A First Step in Formative Assessments

Although MyBPS Assessment provided teachers with information about their students’
performance on the MCAS, these results were not available until August. Since most teachers began
with a new class of students each September, they tended to be less interested in the data from the
prior year. Without a mechanism to identify learning needs in a timely manner, teachers could not
modify instruction to teach their current students the skills they needed.

Recognizing that delay, the BPE began to create a new set of interim assessments focusing on a
narrow range of reading skills—finding evidence in text and making inferences—which had been
shown to greatly affect a student’s overall performance on the MCAS. The system, Formative
Assessment of Student Thinking in Reading (FAST-R), was designed for use in third, fourth, seventh,
and tenth grades and consisted of ten multiple choice questions. (See Exhibit 4 for more information
about FAST-R.) In practice, teachers often gave FAST-R as a pre-test to assess a student’s baseline
understanding before teaching a unit. Teachers looked upon FAST-R favorably because it was
designed to inform their teaching, rather than report to others about their students” success or failure.
Of great importance was the fact that the BPE and BPS returned the results within a week. Singleton
said, “We wanted teachers to have the ability to administer frequently. There are always trade-offs in
assessment, and we made that knowingly.” Donahue’s office was working on creating additional
formative assessments that would measure students’ understanding of key concepts through
multiple measures—open-response and short-answer test items. Donahue hoped these assessments
would complement FAST-R’s use in the classroom.

Training and support for schools The BPE was deeply involved in providing training for
schools about how to interpret data and use these tools for instructional improvement. Before the
FAST-R initiative, BPE staff had served as the primary source for support and implementation of
FAST Track. Selected schools that had begun making substantial improvements on MCAS
participated in BPE’s training modules on using data for instructional improvement. Other BPS
schools could also attend these trainings, as long as they were committed to using data to inform
instructional practice.

When MyBPS Assessment was introduced, the BPE and BPS’ department of RAE (Research,
Assessment, and Evaluation) trained school principals, coaches, and key members of the schools’
data teams. Teachers who were unfamiliar with the system received on-site support from coaches,
who helped them understand how to use the information on MyBPS Assessment to become more
effective teachers. The BPE and BPS had learned from previous initiatives that training had to be
provided for school-based educators, but not necessarily the principals. The BPE’s Singleton recalled:
“When we first started doing work with data, we thought that the principals were the ones you
needed to train on how to use systems. The principals were the wrong people, not because they don’t
have interest or expertise—they’re too busy. They just can’t do enough to lead a teaching effort that’s
responsive to data on their own.”
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Singleton went on to explain how they discovered the most effective way to ingrain the use of
data and technology in schools:

We said to the school, “You tell us what it takes to get this into the lifeblood of your school
committee.” That turned out to be the most fruitful route to go. We still think it works best
when there’s somebody who knows more about instruction, who plays that role, because the
farther the data manager is from [instruction], the less likely they’ll know what they're
missing. There [needs to be] somebody else who can take on the heavy lifting in the building
without [the BPE] having to be there every day.

The principal and teachers at the Mason School had taken advantage of all these tools and resources.

The Mason School

The Mason School, located in a traditional, three-story brick building, was built in 1905. Situated
in a densely populated area of Roxbury, Massachusetts, the school was relatively small compared
with other BPS elementary schools, serving 217 students in 14 classes, pre-kindergarten through fifth
grade. The student population, mirroring the surrounding neighborhood, was 62.2% African
American, 24% Latino, 9.2% White, and 3.7% Multi-racial. Overall, the proportion of special
education students at the Mason reflected districtwide proportions: 21.2% of the students at the
school had been diagnosed with one or more disabilities; 77.4% of the students were designated low-
income; and 10.2% were classified as English language learners.

A Look Back: 1990-1998

When the Controlled Choice Plan was implemented in 1990, the Mason was the least chosen
elementary school in the entire city. Parents were reluctant to send their children to what some
thought was a dangerous neighborhood for a sub-par schooling experience. That same year, the new
principal, Mary Russo, began to work with teachers and parents to improve the school. With intense
effort over the next several years, the Mason raised its performance and reputation. By 1997, the
Mason’s scores on the MCAS pilot exam were among the highest in the district. Of all the schools in
its Controlled Choice zone, the Mason became one of the most frequently chosen by parents. That
same year, President Clinton awarded the Blue Ribbon School Award to the Mason in recognition of
its achievements.

Janet Palmer Owens’ Arrival

In early 1998, Russo left the Mason to head a districtwide reform initiative and Janet Palmer
Owens, then a guidance counselor at a BPS high school, was appointed principal. She had a long,
rich, and varied career in BPS, having worked in numerous roles at elementary, middle, and high
schools. “I had a lot of experience,” she acknowledged, “but the challenge that I found was coming
into a school that was very, very high performing.”

Taking over a successful school with a first-rate reputation might seem a plum assignment, but
Owens immediately faced several obstacles. For years, the Mason had depended on a number of
outside grants to augment funds from the district. These extra resources supported some of the
personnel and programs that had been instrumental to the school’s successful turnaround. In
addition, the Mason housed a bilingual program that increased the school’s baseline budget. Many of
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these outside grants were due to expire, and the bilingual program was slated to end in June, thus
threatening the continuation of key programs.

Moreover, Owens realized that there was a possibility some students who had disabilities or
were English language learners had not been tested. However, once MCAS testing was expanded
to require test participation from all students regardless of English language proficiency or
disability status, scores at the Mason dropped dramatically. Owens explained, “As things evolved
with MCAS, it became a whole different way of collecting data and making sure that every single
subgroup was included. It became the real thing because of MCAS. I made sure that every single
person was tested, so I could have a baseline. Scores on everything dropped.” That year, the
Mason went from being one of the top-scoring schools on the MCAS to being, once again, a low-
performing school in the district. (See Exhibit 5 for historical data on the Mason’s MCAS
performance.)

Adding to these challenges were personnel issues that emerged as a result of the school’s
relentless pursuit of high performance and the change in leadership. After working tirelessly for
seven years, some of the teachers moved on in search of new roles or careers. According to Owens,
less than one-fourth of the teachers from the previous year remained at the Mason when she arrived.

Under the previous administration, the Mason had become a full-inclusion school, where students
with disabilities were educated in classrooms alongside their peers in regular education. All teachers
were required to hold dual-certification in regular and special education, thus making it possible for
the Mason to use special education funds to reduce class size throughout the school. The typical class
had 17 students. With Owens’ commitment to educating all students, the established inclusion model
increased her confidence that every student would be well-served.

Through various partnerships with local universities and strategic use of funding for
paraprofessionals, Russo had arranged to have two skilled adults in each classroom (the teacher and
a full-time intern or paraprofessional), thus providing more support for students and flexibility in the
schedule. This arrangement, Owens knew, would accommodate the professional development needs
of the teachers, especially the many new ones she would hire.

Owens also had the benefit of building on the school’s experience with the Literacy Collaborative,
a model for professional development aimed at improving literacy instruction schoolwide. Housed at
Ohio State University, the Literacy Collaborative had engaged the Mason’s teachers since the mid-
1990s in systematic assessments, data collection, and analysis. Through that experience, teachers had
come to see the value of reflecting together about their students” assessments. Such recognition was
an essential element of a strong professional culture that valued the analysis of data. One teacher
described the school’s involvement with the Literacy Collaborative as a “huge advantage, because it
created the push for data even before NCLB.”

Moving Ahead at the Mason

With these varied challenges and opportunities, Owens intended to re-establish the preeminence
of the Mason. She believed in the value of analyzing and using data and aimed to expand the
school’s capacity in that regard.

In 2003, Hilary Shea, who had several years of experience as a teacher, was considering becoming
a principal. She worked for a year as Owens’ assistant to learn more about the principal’s role. Owens
recalled, “Hilary accompanied me to all the principal meetings, so I really gave her intense training
that year in what it meant to be a principal.” The two also attended the district’s professional
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development sessions on data use and enrolled in a yearlong graduate course at the Harvard
Graduate School of Education. The course, “Data Wise: Using Assessment Data to Improve
Instruction,” taught first by Richard Murnane and subsequently by Kathryn Boudett, was designed to
help school-based teams of educators analyze student assessment data to improve teaching and
learning. Over time, teams from 36 schools in Boston had taken the course. Deputy superintendents
recommended schools for participation. Owens recalled that her deputy superintendent “strongly
urged us to go to Kathryn’'s class. Hilary had been on the data team with me . . . so we took Kathryn's
course together and Hilary really got better and better in it.”

Teacher collaboration and common planning time Although Owens and Shea were
developing expertise in analyzing data, both realized that this effort had to involve teachers if it were
to really effect change. Given the nonstop schedule in most elementary schools, Owens knew that
they would have to find protected time for groups of teachers to work together. Owens and Shea
made creative use of interns and specialists to provide groups of teachers with 90-minute blocks of
uninterrupted common planning time each week. Owen explained the difficulty of making such
arrangements:

To be able to get a group of teachers during the day that can meet uninterrupted for 90
minutes is a challenge. I make it happen by writing many grants to get additional funding.
This pays for additional staff, who can then work with children to give teachers that
uninterrupted time. The bottom line is that the paraprofessional is still in the classroom—they
can cover the curriculum, but the teacher’s out in the hall if there’s any emergency. The
system’s in place—and that’s my role as the administrator. It's very, very expensive, but that’s
the secret.

Common planning time was vitally important to the school’s teachers because it allowed them to
meet in grade-level teams, discuss student performance, and identify students who needed more
support. For example, at one meeting, teachers worked together to create a data reporting form that
the teachers would use with students to discuss strengths and concerns based on MCAS standards by
subject area. Teachers then spent time in grade-level teams discussing their students’ responses on a
recent FAST-R administration. Shea said, “We want to make sure we flag questions that seem to give
our students a great deal of trouble and also note whether certain students are performing poorly
overall.” Common planning time helped teachers at every grade level recognize common challenges
and receive support from their colleagues. One teacher said, “We're quite thankful for it.”

Although Owens could require that the teachers work together during these 90-minute blocks, she
insisted that they decide how best to use the time. Teachers took turns facilitating the meeting,
developing a detailed agenda and using protocols to ensure that scarce time would be well used. As
they worked intently with their colleagues, their classes were taught by specialists in science, music,
and art, full-time interns from the Boston Teacher Residency Program or a local university, or by full-
time paraprofessionals who were prepared to continue instruction just as if the teacher were in the
room.

Becoming a Pilot School: Risks and Rewards

In 1994, BPS and the Boston Teachers Union (BTU) jointly instituted within-district charter
schools, called “pilot” schools, which were granted autonomy over curriculum and assessment,
governance, staffing, schedule, and budget decisions in exchange for greater accountability.
Importantly for the Mason, pilot schools could use their budget to staff a complicated schedule that
allowed for common planning time. (See Exhibit 6 for a comparison of BPS and pilot school
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characteristics.) They could also decide what curriculum and assessments, in addition to MCAS, they
would administer.

The Mason’s teachers voted to become a pilot school in 2003. One teacher recalled, “We were
already doing such great work with data before we obtained pilot status—but we really wanted to
operate under true shared leadership.” Another remarked, “We didn’t want to ever have a time like
we had years ago where there were budget cuts and somebody downtown said, “You need to cut
teachers.”” To Owens, having pilot status became critical to reallocating the school’s resources in the
service of instructional quality. She said: “When we became pilot, we were able to creatively use our
additional funding to buy services. We could hire parents and get waivers for hiring BTR interns as
paraprofessionals to reduce our class size that other schools wouldn’t have been able to do.” With
these flexibilities, the school could focus even more on its use of data during common planning time
and put into place processes that enabled stronger collaborations among teachers.

Most pilot schools did not work according to the provisions of the BTU collective bargaining
agreement. Teachers at the Mason, however, chose to remain under the BTU contract, thus retaining
the same rights and privileges of other teachers at regular district schools. Each pilot school was
required to write and approve a “work agreement,” explaining the ground rules for the teachers’
employment. The Mason’s work agreement explained that, while teachers were going to work under
the contract, they would commit to additional responsibilities. One teacher said, “The way we wrote
our proposal made it safe, that we were still governed under the union. That was the big piece that
made a lot of teachers feel safe, and we didn’t want to do it unless the whole staff had buy-in. It’s
beyond what the union says, but it’s what we’ve agreed to do.” (See Exhibit 7 for the Mason’s work
agreement.) Owens supported this decision: “There was no reason for us to change the BTU contract
because we were doing really well. I don’t believe in teachers working so many hours a day,
becoming exhausted and never having the chance to lead a balanced life. After 2:30, I want [teachers]
to plan for their classrooms.” She realized that creative use of the pilot school autonomies of budget,
staffing, and schedule would allow her to provide professional development within the regular
school day.

As a pilot school with autonomy over curriculum and assessments, the Mason could decide which
tests to use. Mason’s math facilitator and fourth-grade teacher Aadina Balti explained: “Since we
became a pilot school, we’ve used data more because we feel like we have more control over what
we're doing with our curriculum. We have a little bit more leeway on how we’re delivering our
instruction or what we’re using to assess it. We’ve also been better about creating more formal and
informal assessments.”

A School of Teacher Leaders

Often, schools have one or two outstanding teachers who become formal or informal leaders in
the school. At the Mason, though, teachers repeatedly said that many of their colleagues assumed
responsibility for leadership. Most were compensated with small stipends for their extra work, but
extra pay was not why teachers assumed these roles. Owens elaborated, “When I first came, we
would talk about teacher leadership but the only teacher leaders in that building in 1998 were the two
literacy coordinators and myself. I was running 