
REL Appalachia

Data-Informed Decisionmaking to Improve College and Career 

Preparation

Session 1.3: Prioritizing Research Questions

This presentation was prepared for the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) under Contract 91990022C0008 by Regional Educational Laboratory 

Appalachia administered by SRI 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.​



REL Appalachia 2

Welcome and introductions
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Meeting objectives
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(1) Learn the value of 

expanding data to gather 

multiple perspectives 

and experiences

(2) Learn how to 
identify improvement 

priorities from our logic 
model

(3) Learn how to align 

research questions to 

improvement priorities

Next meeting:

Analyze data to 

improve practice

Today’s meeting objectives
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• Welcome and introductions

• Data to improve: The value of expanding data to gather multiple 

perspectives and experiences

• What to improve: Identifying improvement areas

• Lunch break

• Research questions to improve: Prioritizing questions

• Wrap-up and next steps

Agenda
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Mindful minute: Calling us in
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Past college and career preparation
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Join me for a stroll down memory lane!

• Your memories of your great and bad 

college and career preparation experiences



REL Appalachia 7

Data to improve: The value of expanding data to gather 

multiple perspectives and experiences
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The value of understanding a student’s experienced reality 

Offers services
Receives 
services

Services 
improve 
outcomes

Your school Student’s experienced reality
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Short-term student outcomes

• Acquires strategies and skills for active learning

• Develops self-efficacy and goal setting

• Engages in opportunities for post-high school 

options

Educator outputs

• Partnerships with students

• Partnerships with educators and stakeholders

Strategies and activities

• Four pillars of college and career preparation (Safir & Dugan, 2021)

Expanding data to gather multiple 

perspectives and experiences
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Data that shape our next moves: Empathy interviews

• Help educators empathize with student’s lived 

experience in the school community

• Help educators see the system students are in as they 

try to learn for and succeed in college and career

• Help educators identify needs and gaps to change 

and improve practice 
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An empathy interview should 

feel less like an interview for a 

research study and more like a 

conversation with a friend.
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Example question starters for empathy interviews

• Tell me about the time…

• Tell me about the last time …

• Can you help me understand more 

about…

• What are the best/worst parts 

about…

• Tell me more…

• Why was that?

• What were you 

feeling?

(Nelsestuen & Smith, 2020; Safir & Dugan, 2021)
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Do’s and don’ts of a good empathy interview

•Be curious.

• Take a learner’s stance.

•Attend to your own bias.

•Create comfort.

• Look for inconsistencies.

•Do not suggest answers.

• Let the student talk. You should not 

be talking more than the student.

Let me think. Well, it 

was at the start of the 

year when… Hello??

Tell me about a bad experience you had at school.

Oh, I know what you mean. The start of the year is always so 

stressful for me. I wish more students can be empathetic to us 

teachers! I have to redo all of my seating arrangements, meet 

with the principal and other teachers, and you know, their 

schedules are always so busy so it gets even more stressful to 

fit everything in....

Educator Student
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Example empathy interview questions
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Instructions: Check in with one student who is 

currently in your high school or a recent grad. 

Question 1: Tell me about a great experience 

you had at school where you got the help you 

needed for college and career preparation.

Question 2: Tell me about a bad experience you 

had at school where you didn’t get the help you 

needed for college and career preparation.
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What to improve: Identifying improvement areas
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Go upstream
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Seven questions for upstream leaders

1. How will you unite the right people?

2. How will you change the system?

3. Where can you find a point of leverage?

4. How will you get early warning of the problem?

5. How will you know you’re succeeding?

6. How will you avoid doing harm?

7. Who will pay for what does not happen?

(Heath, 2020)
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Upstream example: English learner students graduating from 

high school college- and career-ready
 








































  


















































































































































































Handout
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Upstream activity example: Finding points of leverage
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Focus area: (Fill in the blank)                       

Handout

1
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Handout

1
You try: Upstream your district problem of practice

 

 

Inputs Process and activities Outputs Outcomes

Long-term 

outcomes

Short-term 

outcomes

Mid-term 

outcomes

Output 1

Output 2

Output 3

Output 4

Input 1

Input 2

Input 3

Input 4

Four pillars of college and career preparation

Academic preparation Social-emotional 

preparation

Financial preparation Logistical preparation

Integrated supports
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Pair-share
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• What are some of your focus areas in the 
upstream activity?

• Where are some of your gaps? Where 
are the barriers to access, opportunities, and 
success?

• Are there any gaps (yellow stickers) or 
strengths (green stickers) that generated 
new questions for you?
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Whole-group discussion
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• What are some of your focus areas in the 
upstream activity?

• Where are some of your gaps? Where 
are the barriers to access, opportunities, and 
success?

• Are there any gaps (yellow stickers) or 
strengths (green stickers) that generated 
new questions for you?
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Lunch break
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Research questions to improve: Prioritizing questions
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Research questions: Are data currently available?
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Data available:   /

Questions with data already available are noted with a green circle.

Questions that require additional data to answer have a yellow circle.
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Example research questions: Academic preparation
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• What barriers limit access to AP and dual enrollment (DE) courses?

- How can counselors and teachers collaborate to reduce barriers for increased student access 

to, opportunity in, and success with AP and DE courses?

• What barriers prevent students from taking career/technical education (CTE) and 

CTE credential courses?

- How can counselors and teachers collaborate to reduce barriers to increased student access 

to, opportunity in, and success with CTE and CTE credential courses?

• Are our students academically well prepared and well trained to meet local 

job/industry needs and regional economic development plans?
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Example research questions: Social-emotional preparation
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• What service providers, counseling tools, and new resources are available to 

improve students’ ownership of the career exploration process?

• How can core content teachers integrate social-emotional preparation in their 

instructional practices?

• What barriers prevent students from engaging in social-emotional preparation?

• How effective are current programs at promoting social-emotional preparation for 

college and career readiness?
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Example research questions: Financial preparation
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• What systematic supports can district/school staff provide to meet the financial 

preparation needs of all students, including those who do not plan to go to college 

directly from high school?

• What challenges prevent students and families from engaging in financial 

preparation to support students after high school?

- How can counselors and teachers collaborate to reduce challenges to increased financial preparation for 

college, careers/workforce, and for the military?



REL Appalachia

Example research questions: Logistical preparation
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• What types of logistical challenges prevent students from preparing for college and careers?

• Are there differences in the groups of students who choose to pursue career awareness, 

exploration, preparation, and training opportunities?

- If so, how can counselors and teachers collaborate to expand access and opportunity for more students 

to participate in career awareness, exploration, preparation, and training activities?

• When employers participate in programs to share career awareness, exploration, preparation, 

and training opportunities with students, what challenges do they face? What facilitates 

employers’ participation?

• Are students aware of college and career preparation programs/opportunities available to 

them?

• How effective are current programs at logistical preparation for college and career 

preparation?
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Example research questions: Long-term student outcomes
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• How do college- and career-readiness indicators vary by school and student 

characteristics?

• How do postsecondary outcomes such as college attendance, employment, and 

military vary by school and student characteristics?
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Aligning research questions, data, and priority areas
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• Handout 2 shows how possible research questions (by domain) align with available data 

and prompts you to consider additional data that could be collected to answer research 

questions and whether research questions align with the priority areas you identified 

earlier.

• Take 10 minutes to complete the three right-hand columns in the table.

• Once you receive your blue dot stickers, please place them next to questions that you 

want answered. If a question is of high priority to you, you may place multiple stickers 

next to that question.

Handout

2
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Whole-group discussion
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• What are high-priority research questions 
for you?

• What are common themes around the high-
priority research questions?

• What data can we use to answer the 
questions?

• What data do we need to answer the 
research questions?
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Wrap-up and next steps
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Let’s review: Meeting objectives
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Next meeting:

Analyze data to 

improve practice

Today’s three meeting objectives

(1) Learn the value of 

expanding data to gather 

multiple perspectives 

and experiences

(2) Learn how to 

identify improvement 

priorities from our logic 

model

(3) Learn how to align 

research questions to 

improvement priorities
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Reflecting on the day
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What is something we discussed that squared with your experience? 

What are three points you want to remember?

What is a lingering question still going around in your mind?
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Questions?

35
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These materials were created by REL Appalachia

To learn more about our work:
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@REL_Appalachia

RELAppalachia@sri.com

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/region/appalachia

@

@REL_Appalachia

RELAppalachia@sri.com

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/region/appalachia

https://tinyurl.com/RELAPnews

https://twitter.com/rel_appalachia?lang=en
mailto:RELAppalachia@sri.com
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/region/appalachia
https://tinyurl.com/RELAPnews
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