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Types of Data
By Nicole M. Vagle

With mountains of data at our fingertips promising to offer teachers insight into how to help students learn more, the notion of data-driven 
decision making quickly becomes overwhelming. While we often have more data than we know what to do with, it can be difficult to discern the 
value and benefit of what we are analyzing. The following table describes various types of data that schools and district collect, explains how dif-
ferent stakeholders can use these data to maximize their impact on student learning, and offers focused questions to ask of each type.

Assessment 
Format

 
Use of Data

Frequency of 
Assessment

Timeframe 
for Analysis

 
Timeframe for Response

Questions to Consider  
During Analysis

Standardized 
tests

Policymakers use these data to 
rank schools and districts in vari-
ous categories from ineffective to 
highly effective.

District and school leaders use 
these data to determine the over-
all impact of programming on 
student achievement.

Teachers, departments, and 
teams use these data to deter-
mine curriculum strengths and 
weaknesses.

These data may also help schools, 
departments, or teams prioritize 
which standards are essential (for 
success in future coursework, 
college, and the workplace) 
or where to focus school-level 
assessment work.

Usually once a 
year; sometimes 
twice (fall and 
spring)

Four to six 
months after 
the assess-
ment, as it 
takes a signifi-
cant amount of 
time to receive 
data

Unless teachers are examining 
standardized assessment data of 
current students, data reflect only 
the effectiveness of past instruc-
tion and curriculum.

It is useful to analyze previous-
year standardized data on current 
students, if available. This may 
help focus current instruction or 
assessment practice in general.

Consider these questions when examining 
whole school and subgroup data:

•   What student learning strengths do the 
data reflect?

•   What are the patterns of learning that 
need improvement?

•   Why do you think these patterns 
emerged?

•   How will we address the areas of 
improvement?

    *   What goals might we set as a school, 
team, or teacher?

    *   How does each goal align to our cur-
riculum and standards?

    *   How does each goal inform any dis-
trict benchmark data or school com-
mon assessment work?
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Format

 
Use of Data

Frequency of 
Assessment

Timeframe 
for Analysis

 
Timeframe for Response

Questions to Consider  
During Analysis

District 
benchmark 
assessments

Districts and schools use this 
information to determine prog-
ress toward proficiency on the 
standardized test.

Sometimes schools use these 
data to identify individual stu-
dents who need additional time 
and support. In this case, data are 
used to appropriately place stu-
dents in intervention programs.

Teachers (in teams or individually 
if a team does not exist) can use 
these data to determine progress 
and plan how to focus units of 
instruction. 

Two to four 
times a year

One to 
six weeks, 
depending on 
the process

The more 
immediate 
the results, 
the more 
impact the 
data can have 
on instruction 
and student 
learning.

The more time 
passes without 
results, the less 
accurate the 
data become in 
reflecting the 
learning needs 
of students.

If data are analyzed and respons-
es planned within a week or 
two, students can clear up mis-
understandings or deepen their 
understanding.

However, if results take longer 
to receive, the response is more 
challenging as students may have 
learned more between the time 
the assessment was adminis-
tered and the time the response 
is implemented. As a result, if 
the benchmark data indicated 
students needed to work on a 
certain learning area, teachers 
and schools may need to reas-
sess that specific area to identify 
their current level of understand-
ing.  This ensures the instruction 
planned based on the assessment 
results is appropriate with poten-
tial to increase learning.

Consider these questions when examining 
whole school, subgroup, team, and class-
room data:

•   What student learning strengths do the 
data reflect?

•   What are the patterns of learning that 
need improvement?

•   How could we instructionally respond to 
the learning needs of individual students 
as a school? As a team? As a teacher?
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Timeframe for Response

Questions to Consider  
During Analysis

End-of-course 
assessments 
required by 
the district, 
province, or 
state

Districts use these assessments to 
ensure equity and alignment to 
standards.

School leadership examines these 
data to determine the effective-
ness of curriculum.

Teachers analyze these data to 
determine the effectiveness of 
the assessment and any curricu-
lum changes that need to occur 
the following year.

One to two 
times per year, 
depending on 
the length of 
the course

At the end of 
the course or 
at the begin-
ning of the fol-
lowing year

Results inform revisions to the 
assessment and curriculum and 
impact instruction adjustments 
for the following year.

Teachers may analyze student 
data from the previous year’s 
course to identify strengths on 
which to build and areas on 
which to focus.

Individual teachers, teams, departments, 
or grade levels may address the following 
questions for both end-of-course assess-
ments and summative assessments (com-
mon or individual).

•   What student learning strengths do the 
data reflect?

•   What are the patterns of learning that 
need improvement?

•   Were there items that a large number 
of students missed? Why? (For example, 
a gap in the curriculum, a gap in under-
standing, a problematic question, and 
so on.)

•   How might we revise our curriculum next 
year to meet the learning needs sug-
gested by these data?

•   How might we revise the assessment to 
more accurately measure our intended 
learning?

(See figure 7.3, page 162 in The Principal 
as Assessment Leader for a protocol to 
guide this conversation.)

Visit the Looking at Student Work website 
(www.lasw.org) for numerous protocols that 
lead to rich discussion regarding student 
work.

Teacher- 
created 
summative 
assessments 
(common or 
individual)

Teachers can use these data at 
a moment when they expect 
students to have already learned 
whatever they were intending 
students to learn—for example, 
at the end of either a unit or a 
course.

Teachers may examine a sample 
of student work generated from 
the assessment to identify any 
gaps in learning that must be 
addressed in future units or the 
next year and/or to evaluate the 
assessment itself and identify any 
necessary revisions to it.

As often as 
the teacher 
(1) expects 
students to 
have learned 
something and 
(2) plans to 
quantify the 
demonstrated 
learning in 
terms of a 
grade, rubric 
score, or 
proficiency level

Between one 
week and one 
month after the 
assessment

For teacher-created end-of-
course assessments, results 
inform revisions to the assess-
ment and curriculum and impact 
instruction adjustments for the 
following year.

For a teacher-created end-of-unit 
assessment, if analysis happens 
immediately and reveals critical 
gaps in understanding, teachers 
may choose to spend a few extra 
days on the intended learning.

Alternatively, teachers may 
decide either (1) the intended 
learning will be covered again in 
a future unit or (2) the particular 
learning isn’t essential, and cur-
riculum and instruction should be 
modified to be more effective the 
next time the unit is taught.
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Timeframe 
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Timeframe for Response

Questions to Consider  
During Analysis

Common  
formative 
assessments

Teacher teams use these data to  
(1) check in with students about 
their progress in achieving an 
essential learning outcome, (2) 
identify individual students in 
need of support or enrichment, 
and (3) plan interventions and 
responses to meet the immediate 
learning needs of students.

Students use these data to inform 
next steps in student learning 
by reflecting on what the assess-
ment data tell them about their 
strengths, their intended learning, 
and what goals to set for their 
next steps in that learning.

Determined 
by how often 
teams meet

If teams meet 
weekly, it is 
possible to 
administer, 
analyze, and 
respond every 
three to four 
weeks.

If teams meet 
daily, analysis 
can occur per-
haps every one 
to two weeks.

If teams meet 
monthly, analy-
sis can occur 
perhaps two to 
three times per 
year.

Response is executed within one 
to two weeks of administering 
the assessment.

Depending on the extent of 
student understanding and the 
number of students, interventions 
are planned at a classroom, team, 
or school level.

Teams may decide to break 
students into flexible groups 
based on the results of the com-
mon formative assessment data. 
Together, teachers plan lessons 
that will address the varying needs 
of each group.

See figure 7.3, page 162 in The Principal as 
Assessment Leader for a protocol to guide 
this conversation.
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Formative 
assessments 
(formal and 
informal)

Teachers and students use the 
data from formative assessments. 
Teachers use what they learn 
from a quiz, observations, writing, 
or discussion to plan instruction 
immediately (in the minute, the 
next day).  

Students use the information to 
learn what they know, where they 
struggle, and what they need to 
do next: to self-assess and set 
goals. Teachers’ plans to respond 
are crafted to help students gain 
insight from this self-assessment.  
This partnership between teacher 
and student can maximize 
learning.

Informal and formal formative assessments occur frequently (minute to 
minute, day to day), depending on how much information the teacher 
and student need to determine achieved learning and identify misunder-
standings. These formative assessments are analyzed and responded to 
immediately (minute to minute and day to day).

Formal formative assessments are administered by individual teachers 
and used by both students and teachers to identify the learning needs 
day to day. For example, students take a quiz one day; the next day, the 
teacher plans an activity to address any misunderstandings or mistakes 
identified from the quiz data.

Individual teachers intentionally use informal assessments (for example, 
observations of students’ words, questions, and actions, or exit slips—
brief responses from students about their learning written before stu-
dents leave the classroom) to make “in the moment” decisions about 
how to respond when students do or don’t understand.

Students use these data to answer these 
questions:

•   What does this assessment tell me about 
my strengths? How do I know what I 
know and can do?

•   What does this assessment tell me I need 
to work on? How do I know what I need 
to work on?

•   What do I need to do next to learn more?

Questions teachers ask during informal for-
mative assessment:

•   What am I observing that demonstrates 
student understanding?

•   Am I observing all students, or are some 
students passive, not engaged?  

•   What do these observations tell me 
about the next step in my students’ 
learning?  How can I incorporate these 
insights into the next lesson?

Questions teachers ask of formal formative 
assessments:

•   What do students understand, and how 
do I know what they understand?

•   Which learning goals need more atten-
tion, and how do I know that they need 
more attention?

•   Which students need enrichment, more 
practice, or intensive instruction?

•   How will I respond to these learning 
needs?


