
Supporting a Culture of Data Literacy 
and Use to Improve Instructional Quality

The Public School System (PSS) in the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands 
(CNMI) is focused on building accountable, high-performing systems that support 
instructional quality. For example, PSS recently created an early warning system for 
tracking data on literacy proficiency of preK to grade 3 students. Building on this effort, 
PSS is currently partnering with REL Pacific to develop a stronger culture of data use 
among educators and school leaders, strengthening their capacities for data literacy 
and data-driven decision making. 

This fact sheet provides PSS educators and leaders, as well as educators in other regions, 
with some key considerations for developing an effective culture of data use that can help 
improve instruction and student support services.

Signs of a Healthy Culture of Data Use
Schools and systems that have a strong and effective culture of using 
data to improve teaching and learning share these elements:¹

Shared Vision. 
Throughout the school system, 
teachers and leaders share a 
vision for what they want to 
change for the better.

We know what 
we’re working 
toward, as a 

team.

Commitment to Improvement. 
Teachers and school leaders 
share a belief in, and are 
committed to, continuous 
improvement.

Together, we can 
get a little better 

every day.

Collaborative Decisions.
Teachers and leaders work 
together to review and discuss 
data, and make collaborative 
decisions about next steps.

Everyone has a role 
and a voice in helping 
the group make good 

decisions.

Collective Growth.
Teachers and leaders talk 
about and use data with their 
colleagues, helping each other 
see how data can be used in 
everyday school decisions.

We can help 
each other 

practice our 
use of data.

Helpful Resources
For strategies and examples of how to 
develop these elements, check out:

Toolkit for a Workshop 
on Building a Culture 
of Data Use 
This toolkit from REL 
Northeast & Islands helps 
schools and systems engage 
educators in professional 
learning and collaboration
on key factors for creating a culture of data use.
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/Products/Publica-
tion/3633

Statewide Longitudinal 
Data System (SLDS) 
Webinar: Fostering a 
Culture of Data 
Sharing and Use
In this webinar and handout 
from IES, SLDS teams from
three states share and discuss vital components of 
their data cultures and how they fostered a culture 
of data sharing and use.
https://slds.ed.gov/#communities/pdc/docu-
ments/14792

https://slds.ed.gov/#communities/pdc/documents/14792
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/Products/Publication/3633
https://slds.ed.gov/#communities/pdc/documents/14792
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/Products/Publication/3633


Everyone Has a Role in Effective Data Use
An effective data system that leads to improved teaching and learning often has three key factors in place: data 
quality, data capacity, and data culture. Everyone within a school and a school system—including individual teachers, 
principals and other school leaders, support staff, and central office administrators—has an active role in creating and 
sustaining these factors:²

Data Quality – Everyone helps to make sure the data they are collecting, entering, and reporting are accurate, well organized, and 
conducted at the appropriate times and following established procedures. Central office staff make sure that data systems include multiple 
measures and can be disaggregated by grade levels, subject areas, student demographics, and other groupings.

Data Capacity – Teachers and leaders 
collaborate to make sure that everyone on 
data teams understands their roles and 
responsibilities; has access to the data; has 
developed common definitions and meaningful 
descriptions for data objects in a data 
dictionary; has received
training and support on 
how to interpret the 
data and understand 
its collection, value, 
and use; and has 
created team
structures and 
norms for how 
they’ll work 
together.

Data Culture – Data team members make a commitment to 
work together to make good, relevant, timely decisions for 
and with teachers and students. They discuss how teachers 
can use data to improve their instruction and improve their 
recommendations for additional student learning supports. 

And they strive to create and 
distribute clear, easy-to-
understand reports and 
guidance for educators, 
leaders, families, and 
other stakeholders 
throughout 
the system.

Systemic, Integrated Use of Data
For a data system and culture to be most effective, data must be available, relevant, useful, and actionable to 
educators across the school system, from classroom teachers to central office leaders and policymakers, who may 
be working on various focus areas, such as the ones shown here.³ 

Systemic Policies and Decisions. System-level improvement teams use 
primarily state/national assessment data to inform “big picture” decisions 
about curriculum, teacher placements, and student placements.

Curriculum Alignment and Student Supports. Curriculum and 
instruction teams use other types of data (such as formative and 
interim assessments, and/or monitoring benchmarks) to focus on 
what is being taught—making sure that key academic standards 
are addressed and determining whether specific students or 
student groups should be supported with additional content or 
instructional time.

Classroom Instructional Practices. Teachers and school leadership teams 
use formative student performance data frequently to determine which 
instructional actions benefited their students the most and to explore ways to 
improve instruction and professional learning supports. Teachers also use data 
daily to get immediate feedback on their students’ learning progress, so they 
can make informed, in-the-moment adjustments to their instruction to address 
students’ needs. Data can include results from checks for understanding, 
homework assignments, quizzes, projects, attendance, etc.



Strengthening Data Culture Through Conversation
To increase stakeholders’ understanding that the data are reliable, useful, and being used to make meaningful 
decisions, consider these approaches:

• Have data teams, school leadership teams, and teachers spend time discussing what the data might mean 
for teachers, students, and families. How will this affect each group? How can we help each group understand 
and use the data in a meaningful way?

• When in meetings with educators and stakeholders to review data and make decisions, have collaborative         
discussions. Listen to the collective knowledge of all participants. Seek out more than one voice/perspective,     
and consider multiple data points and sources.

• Regularly discuss and identify needs and potential inefficiencies in the data system and processes, and 
propose solutions for issues, like:

• duplication of data collection efforts (using multiple tests and sources for the same purpose);
• confusion or uncertainty about what academic interventions are recommended and available for students, 

based on the data; or
• gaps in recordkeeping about which interventions students have already received.

• Build shared understanding of the flow of data: where the data come from, when teachers can access and 
review the data, what decisions can be made based on the data (and when), etc.

Notes
1. Adapted from pages H-4 and H-13 of the 2015 REL Northeast & Islands Toolkit for a Workshop on Building a Culture of Data Use, 
    https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/regions/northeast/pdf/REL_2015063.pdf.
2. Adapted in part from https://www.publicconsultinggroup.com/media/1573/edu_data-driven-district_practical-ideas_white_paper.pdf, a recommended reading 
    from the 2015 REL Northeast & Islands Toolkit for a Workshop on Building a Culture of Data Use.  
3. Adapted from pages 32–33 of the 2015 REL Northeast & Islands Toolkit for a Workshop on Building a Culture of Data Use, 
    https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/regions/northeast/pdf/REL_2015063.pdf.

Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) Pacific serves educators in American Samoa, the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, the Federated States of Micronesia, Guam, Hawai‘i, the Republic of the 
Marshall Islands, and the Republic of Palau. To address the priorities and interests of these jurisdictions, REL Pacific works in partnership with school districts, state departments of education, and others to use data and 
research to improve academic outcomes for students. For more information, please visit https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/pacific/. 

This infographic was prepared under Contract # 91990022C0010 by Regional Educational Laboratory Pacific, administered by McREL International. The content does not necessarily reflect the views or policies of IES 
or the U.S. Department of Education, nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement by the U.S. Government.
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