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Principal’s Role: 
Once schools begin the inquiry-based data-

driven decision-making process, it is important 

that principals trust the process to work. 

Administrators must believe in the process 

enough that they are willing to support it and 

participate in it as part of a collaborative full-

staff effort.  In other words, administrators 

should respect and value data analysis as an 

increasingly important tool in education (Wade 

2001) and should help provide the resources 

necessary for their staffs to engage in it as a team 

effort.   
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“A key component (that makes this team effort 

possible)…is the provision of time on a 

continuing basis for teachers to discuss the data 

and to work together to develop solutions. 

Teachers view this time as an opportunity both to 

develop their skills in data analysis and to 

brainstorm and share effective instructional 

strategies” (Protheroe Summer 2001).  It is this 

collaborative team effort that helps focus 

everyone’s attention on the same goals and 

allows everyone to agree on a course of action 

that they both individually and collective accept 

as their own.  This sense of ownership allows the 

process to work.   

 

Therefore “using data to improve school 

programs must be supported not just by one or 

two administrators, but by as many faculty 

members as possible.  Data inquiry must grow 

out of a common recognition of the potential 

benefits statistical data can have in helping to 

achieve common goals”(Wade 2001). For this 

belief to form, principals must foster and support 

this team approach with the commitment of time 

and resources.   

 

However, with resources and teacher time 

committed, it is also important the principals 

monitor the process not only on the building 

level, but as it rolls out in individual classrooms.  

Therefore, principals need to know what good 

instruction should look like in the targeted areas.  

 

One way to develop this awareness is through 

the use of principal 

coaches.  By 

working with a 

principal coach, 

principals learn 

how to conduct 

effective walk 

throughs and 

classroom 

observations that 

support the schools’                            

goals. They also learn          

how to provide                                                         

meaningful                     

supportive                                                 

feedback to their                                               

staffs.  This descriptive feedback serves as a 

starting point to help the teaching teams to 

become self-reflective as they learn assess their 

own effectiveness in meeting their students’ 

needs (Meyers and Rust qtd. in Protheroe 

Summer 2001).  

                                    

                                      

                                 

                            

             

“Principal Coaches help 
principals focus on 
instruction, make the best 
use of school-based 
resources, and nurture 
teacher leadership” 
(Neufeld & Dana Roper 
2003). 
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These professional conversations are an 

important part of instructional leadership.  As    

Protheroe states, “to be successful, school 

leaders need to engage in conversations with 

teachers, using assessment data to diagnose 

strengths as well as areas in which the teachers 

need to modify their instruction” (Protheroe 

Summer 2001). However, it must be 

remembered that the goal of these conversations 

as it relates to data-driven decision-making is not 

to assign blame, but rather to focus everyone’s 

attention on the student achievement goals. 
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Consequently principals should foster a climate 

where their staffs feel free to explore the data.  It 

might be helpful to remember “if the collection 

of data has not been a normal function of the 

school environment or data has been only 

collected to evaluate performance at the end of a 

year in a summative fashion, faculty members 

may be intimidated by the introduction of a data 

collection process” (Slowinski 200), so in these 

cases, principals must work to de-stigmatize the 

process in order to help promote the 

collaborative culture that is essential for the 

process to be successful.   

 

 

 
 
Faculty members may be intimidated by the 
introduction of data collection. 

 

Accordingly principals need to encourage 

everyone to “presume the positive intent” as they 

explore the data (Adapted from Garmston and 

Wellman, 1999). This presumption will help 

ensure openness on everyone’s part as they deal 

with the data, so that they feel free to think out of 

the box.  

 

Therefore, Principals need to point out that this 

is not a time to assess blame.  It is a time to come 

up with workable solutions.  For this to happen, 

the staff members must have the opportunity to 

say this is where we are now and this is where 

we need to be without that statement being seen 

as a self-incriminating indictment of anyone’s 

past teaching practices, so principals have to be 

willing to listen and help their staffs in this 

endeavor.  

“School leaders need to engage in conversations 
with teachers, using assessment data to diagnose 
strengths as well as areas in which the teachers 
need to modify their instruction” (Protheroe Summer 
2001). 

 

By engaging in the inquiry-based data-driven 

decision-making process and providing time and 

resources to allow both their staffs and 

themselves to unlock its full potential, successful 

principals use it as an effectively tool to help 

transform their school improvement and student 

achievement goals into a reality. 
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 On the job: Data analysts focus 
school improvement efforts. 
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