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Data dashboards for 
school directors

Introduction

This guide is designed to inform school directors about the value of a 
data dashboard and to provide information on how districts can create a 
data dashboard for school directors.
A data dashboard is a tool for viewing and analyzing student achieve-
ment and performance data. Key data for monitoring student achieve-
ment and directing policy level decisions is presented in a series of charts 
and graphs or “gauges” much like a car’s dashboard displays. 
In this guide we provide questions for each chart and graph that will help 
school directors understand the data and arrive at strategies for monitor-
ing progress and improving district performance.
Editor’s notes: For this publication WSSDA has chosen to treat the 
word “data” as a singular noun because it represents a body of informa-
tion. For example, common usage persuades us to say “the data is” instead 
of “the data are.”  
The data displays in this document were provided by the Center for 
Educational Effectiveness.
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Student achievement is the primary agenda for school boards. As policy-
makers, school directors have a critical role ensuring that students learn 
what they need to know to be prepared for college, work and citizen-
ship. As part of their preparation, students must demonstrate skills and 
knowledge on state and local measures of student learning. School boards 
are also responsible for schools and districts meeting federal achievement 
goals under the No Child Left Behind Act. 
To fulfill these responsibilities boards must be data-driven, mission-
focused and student-centered. Such boards have the greatest positive 
impact on district and school improvement and student achievement. 
This requires access to a wide range of data and the tools to continuously 
monitor student learning.
As districts collect increasing amounts of data intended to measure 
student progress and school improvement, the need arises to find ways to 
manage and integrate data into board decision-making.  Boards require 
access to quality data. The better and more timely the data, the more 
strategic and proactive a board’s actions. 
Displaying data in meaningful forms for ease of analysis is critical.  
School directors want and need to view a variety of indicators measuring 
student learning, and have these indicators presented in ways that can 
guide them in carrying out their governance role.  
While board members do not need to be experts in data analysis, they 
do need to know how to make use of data relevant to their role as school 
directors.  Specifically, boards want to know: 

•  How do we define success?  What data should we collect and have 
routinely presented to the board to measure success, identify trends 
and monitor progress?

•  In what ways can student learning data at the district and school 
levels be presented so we can easily make sense of it? 

Background and purpose: 
Why a data dashboard 
for school directors?

Chapter 1

In this time 

of heightened 

accountability and 

performance-based 

assessment, it is 

imperative that 

school directors 

understand how 

various forms and 

types of data can be 

used to help them 

guide policy and 

governance.
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Appendix 1

WASL: A brief introduction 
(Washington Assessment 
of Student Learning)

In 1993, Washington legislators passed legislation designed to transform 
public education in Washington state.  Known as House Bill 1209 (HB 
1209) this education reform legislation required educators to create a 
common set of learning standards — what a child should know and be 
able to do.  These learning standards are formally known as the Essential 
Academic Learning Requirements (EALRs).  Additionally, the Grade 
Level Expectations (GLEs) provide specific state standards at each grade 
level in the areas of reading, writing, mathematics, science, and other 
content areas.
For students, the EALRs and GLEs describe the minimum requirements 
and the Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL) is the 
test which determines if the student has met these requirements.

Who is tested and when?

The WASL is administered in the spring of each year for grades three 
through eight, and grade 10.

Grade level Reading Math Writing Science

Grade 3

Grade 4

Grade 5

Grade 6

Grade 7

Grade 8

Grade 9

Grade 10

WASL Testing Schedule

A more detailed 

overview of the WASL 

for parents can be 

found at www.k12.

wa.us/assessment/

WASL/ and is 

available in English, 

Spanish and Russian.

D ata D a s h b o a r d s  f o r  s c h o o l  di  r e c to r s

wASH   I N G TON   S TAT E  SCHOOL       D I REC   TORS   ’  ASSOCiA      T I ON
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Appendix 1: 
 WASL, a brief 

introduction 
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of Student 
Learning)
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How are students tested?

Students are tested using a combination of multiple-choice, short-
answer, and extended-response (essay) questions. The short-answer and 
extended-response items are designed to enable students to explain their 
thinking and communicate an understanding of the content area.
A student’s score on the WASL is categorized into one of four levels:

•	 Level 4:  Exceeds standard — represents advanced mastery of skills 
and knowledge

•	 Level 3: Meets standard — represents mastery of skills and knowl-
edge

•	 Level 2: Below standard — represents some mastery of skills and 
knowledge but not in all areas

•	 Level 1: Well below standard — represents very little mastery of 
skills and knowledge

The percentage of students who have “met or exceeded standard” are 
typically the numbers reported in the media.
While the overall percentage of students meeting standard is an 
important measure, it is also critical that districts and schools focus on 
detailed results.  Are districts reducing the number of students at Level 
1?  Are they moving students at Level 3 to Level 4? This information 
measures improvement and is important as we seek to help each student 
reach their full potential.
A more detailed overview of the WASL for parents can be found at 
www.k12.wa.us/assessment/WASL/ and is available in English, Spanish 
and Russian.
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appendix 2

Glossary

ACT:  •	 A standardized achievement test for college admissions pro-
duced by ACT, Inc. 

AYP:  •	 Adequate Yearly Progress.  Required by federal No Child Left 
Behind legislation. AYP is a determination of whether a school 
or district is improving  (see www.k12.wa.us/ESEA/pubdocs/
WhatisAYP.doc for more information). In Washington state, AYP 
determination is based upon results of the Washington Assessment 
of Student Learning (WASL).

Bucket: •	  A set of logically related data used in the data carousel 
(e.g., “Mathematics Data”)

CEE:  •	 Center for Educational Effectiveness (www.effectiveness.
org)

Cohort V•	 :  As in “SIA Cohort V.” Fifth group of schools going through 
the Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction’s (OSPI) 
School Improvement Assistance Program

Cohort VI:•	   Sixth group of schools going through the OSPI School 
Improvement Assistance Program

Data carousel:•	   A group process for analyzing and interpreting 
data.  Leads to prioritized needs which drive the district or school 
improvement plans

Data mining:•	   The process of “digging” into data to increase under-
standing of student needs and ways to improve student learning

DIBELS:  •	 Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) 
are a set of standardized, individually administered measures 
of early literacy development. They are designed to be short 
(one minute) fluency measures used to regularly monitor the 
development of pre-reading and early reading skills.

DIF:•	   District Improvement Facilitator.  An external consultant 
working with district leadership on improvement plans

D ata d a s h b o a r d s  f o r  s c h o o l  di  r e c to r s

wASH   I N G TON   S TAT E  SCHOOL       D I REC   TORS   ’  ASSOCiA      T I ON
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DIP:•	   District Improvement Plan

DIT:•	   District Improvement Team

EALR:•	   Essential Academic Learning Requirement. The description 
of what a student should know and be able to do

EES:•	   Educational Effectiveness Survey TM:  CEE’s tool for measuring 
the Nine Characteristics of High Performing Schools with school and 
district staff, students, and parents

ELL/ESL:•	   English Language Learner/English as Second Language:  
descriptor referring to a student for which English is not their 
native language

Gap:  •	 (as in “achievement gap”) Refers to difference between two 
groups. Most often refers to differences in student achievement 
between two ethnicities

GLE:•	   Grade Level Expectations. A version of the EALRs specific to 
each grade level (defined for grades K – 10) 

Narrative statement:•	   A factual description of a piece of data, i.e., 
what is the data showing?

NCLB:  •	 No Child Left Behind. Federal No Child Left Behind Act. 
Name given to the 2001 reauthorization of the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act of 1965

OSPI: •	  Office of the Superintendent of Public Instruction. The state 
government agency chartered with overseeing public education in 
Washington state

PDC:•	   Professional Development Coach

Poverty:•	   In education, the percentage of students eligible for 
free/reduced price meal programs is the commonly used measure 
of poverty

SAT:  •	 A college admissions standardized test owned and 
administered by the College Board  

SIA:  •	 OSPI School Improvement Assistance Program (see also 
“Cohort…”)

SIF:  •	 School Improvement Facilitator. An external consultant 
working with school leadership on improvement plans

SIP:  •	 School Improvement Plan

SIT:  •	 School Improvement Team

SpEd:  •	 Special Education. Refers to a student with specific 
disabilities as defined by federal and state guidelines

SSIRG:  •	 School System Improvement Resource Guide. Developed by 
OSPI to assist district improvement efforts
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State Uniform Bar:•	   As part of NCLB, the State Uniform Bar is the 
minimum performance level in reading and mathematicsWASL:  
Washington Assessment of Student Learning. The test which mea-
sures student learning in Washington state

D ata d a s h b o a r d s  f o r  s c h o o l  di  r e c to r s

wASH   I N G TON   S TAT E  SCHOOL       D I REC   TORS   ’  ASSOCiA      T I ON
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Resources

www.reportcard.ospi.k12.wa.us•	  — The official source for school, 
district and state performance and demographic data

www.k12.wa.us/dataadmin•	  — This site includes specific data such 
as dropout rates and on-time graduation rates

www.k12.wa.us/assessment/resources.aspx•	  — Site for informa-
tion about Adequate Yearly Progress

www.just4kids.org/en/washington•	 / — Site sponsored by the 
Center for Educational Accountability that provides comparisons of 
similar schools

www.schoolmatters.com/•	  — Site provided by the National 
Education Data Partnership which is a collaborative effort of the 
Council of Chief State School Officers, the CELT Corporation, 
Standards and Poor’s, the Broad Foundation, and the Bill and 
Melinda Gates Foundation 

www.effectiveness.org•	  — The Center for Educational 
Effectiveness focuses on action research, data analysis and support 
for the school improvement planning process. CEE helps districts 
create a comprehensive, visual data portfolio that is friendly and 
useful, meaningful to school populations and pinpoints student 
needs to indicate intervention steps. CEE provides districts 
and boards with data that will inform appropriate changes in 
curriculum, instructional practice, assessment and the systems to 
increase student learning and achieve second order changes.



Data dashboards for school directors 
Rev iew/feedback form

Name (optional):

District:

E-mail address (optional):

The following ratings and questions will help us determine the usefulness of the content  
available in this document. 

Check one of the following boxes to indicate your role in education:

School director Principal

Superintendent Teacher or support staff member

District administrator Community member

KEY:  1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree 1 2 3 4 5

The data dashboard guide is clearly and concisely written.  1.	

The data dashboard guide was easy to read and understand.2.	

The information was useful.3.	

The data dashboard provided enough information and direction to 4.	
assist our board in creating our own data dashboard.

Our board currently uses a data dashboard in our role of improving 5.	
student achievement.

What information, if any, would you like to see added to the guide?

What information was most useful to you? How will this guide help you?

If you have suggestions/feedback on specific content, please include your comments below.

To submit this form:

1. Submit this survey online using this link:

OR

2. Print page, complete, and mail to Cindy Sands, WSSDA, 221 College Street NE,  
    Olympia, WA 98516 or fax to 360/493-9247.



Washington State School Directors’ Association 
221 College Street NE 
Olympia, WA 98516 

Place 
stamp 
here
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