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Introduction 

 About me: economist of education, but with a focus on 

K-12, and New York City in particular 

 

 My research: school funding, teacher labor markets, 

measures of teacher effectiveness, school choice 

 

 This morning: opportunities—and limitations—of data 

use for improving student outcomes; some examples 

from my own research at NYU using administrative data 
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What do we mean by data? 

 Data may be today’s buzzword, but it is nothing really 

new to education 

 Empirical measures/observations 

 Collected systematically 

 Quantitative or qualitative in nature 

 Summarized in some meaningful way to make inferences, 

predictions, generalizations, or to classify or evaluate 

 

 What is new is our capacity to collect, store, process, 

and share data, and in turn the potential uses for it   
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A short history of educational data 

 1840s: first large-scale achievement tests in the U.S. 

 1950s: modern era of standardized testing (e.g., ITBS, 

SAT, IQ) 

 1960s:  Title I and NAEP 

 1971: first state-wide exit exam 

 1980s: A Nation at Risk and state accountability systems 

 2002: No Child Left Behind 

 2009: Race to the Top 

 

Reference: Koretz (2008) 
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The new demands on educational data 

 The past 40 years have seen significant changes in the 

use of educational data and the demands placed on it 

 

 Early achievement tests: often low-stakes diagnostics of 

student learning or aptitude 

 

 Modern uses: inferences about groups—such as schools, 

districts, or programs—rather than individual students 

 Measuring growth on a scale over time 

 Measuring achievement relative to some fixed standard 
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The new demands on educational data 

 Examples: 

 Achievement gaps 

 Proficiency in reading and mathematics 

 School effectiveness (e.g., school progress reports) 

 “College readiness” 

 Post-secondary institution rating system (PIRS) 

 Teacher “value-added” 

 Evaluating teacher preparation programs 
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The many uses of data in education 

 Improving service provision; information sharing  

 Assessing student needs and learning, matching 

students to appropriate services and curriculum 

 Tracking student progress; early warning indicators 

 Monitoring system or organizational performance 

 Measuring system or organizational improvement 

 Assessing the relative quality or effectiveness of 

schools, teachers, or programs 

 Holding educators accountable for performance 

 Evaluating impact 
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The many uses of data in education 

 Most of the above uses of data in education involve an 

inference about some construct we care about  

 Rarely are we interested in data for its own sake 

 Some inferences are more demanding of the data and 

analytical methods than others 

 

 Our capacity for collecting and reporting data is growing 

faster than our capacity for making intelligent use of it 

 Data are only as good as the uses to which it is put! 
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Using data properly 

 Can the data support the inference being made? 

 

 Are the measures appropriate? Would other, similar 

measures tell the same story? 

 

 How reliable are the data? How much uncertainty is 

associated with the inference? 

 

 The stakes attached to data should be inversely 

related to its reliability. 
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Using data properly 

 Descriptive vs. causal uses of data 

 Performing monitoring and reporting 

 Hypothesis generation 

 Identifying opportunities for intervention 

 Attribution of responsibility 

 

 Many uses of data in education have a causal connotation: 

 Performance improvement 

 Relative effectiveness; holding schools “accountable” 

 Teachers’ “value-added” 

 Evaluating impact 
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Using data properly – advice  

 Don’t overreach – be clear (and realistic) about what 

your data can tell you and what it can’t 

 

 Don’t under-reach – not all analyses need to be 

sophisticated or satisfy the high demands of causality 

 

 Acknowledge uncertainty inherent in any measure or 

statistical analysis 

 

 Know your data and its limitations 
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Using data properly – advice  

 Retain and thoroughly document your data and data 

collection procedures. Even if you have no immediate 

plans for retrospective evaluation, you may someday! 

 

 Exploratory, descriptive analyses are extremely helpful 

for identifying intervention opportunities and uncovering 

the unexpected. 

 

 Data should be a starting point for conversation and 

action, not an end-in-itself.  
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Education policy research at NYU 

 Institute for Education and Social Policy (IESP) – 

a joint research center of the NYU Steinhardt and 

Wagner schools 

 

 The Research Alliance for NYC Schools 

(RANYCS) – an independent research center formed 

with cooperation of the NYC DOE 

 

 The Metropolitan Center for Research on Equity and 

the Transformation of Schools 
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Education policy research at NYU 

 Data library: 

 Student-level administrative data on demographics, test 

scores, attendance, suspensions, school choices, etc. 

 College enrollment data from the National Student 

Clearinghouse 

 NYC School Survey data – teachers, students, parents 

 School-level data on expenditures, enrollment, selectivity, 

outcomes (e.g. graduation rates) 

 Human resources data for teachers, principals 

 Ancillary data on school programs (e.g. school food), 

student fitness, census and housing data  
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Sampling of projects 

 IESP: 

 Achievement of students in public housing 

 Impact of foreclosures on student mobility, educational 

outcomes, and crime 

 Effects of neighborhood crime on educational outcomes 

 Impact and cost effectiveness of small high schools 

 Evaluation of principals trained through the NYC 

Leadership Academy 

 Educational trajectories of recent immigrant students 
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Sampling of projects 

 RANYCS: 

 Effects of high school closure 

 Evaluating and improving upon the high school on-track 

indicator 

 Patterns of middle school teacher turnover 

 Study of ARIS usage and roll-out 

 Evaluation of the Expanded Success Initiative 

 Pipeline of admissions to the specialized high schools 

 School choices and placements of low-achieving students 
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Pipeline of admissions into specialized schools 

APPLICATION 

• 79,911 
(100%) 

BASELINE 

• 27, 843 
(34.8%) OFFER 

• 5,355 
(19.2%; 
6.7%) 

ACCEPT 

• 3,859 
(72.1%; 
4.8%) 

ENROLL 
(~95%) 
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Applied to Offered a Accepted 

Baseline SPHS SPHS SPHS offer 

Borough of residence: 

   Brooklyn 31.8 35.9 32.1 34.1 

   Manhattan 11.7 11.5 15.8 14.4 

   Queens 27.2 30.6 39.1 38.3 

   Staten Island 6.2 5.8 6.7 6.9 

   Bronx 23.2 16.2 6.3 6.4 

Charter middle school 0.8 1.5 0.5 0.4 

Female 49.1 50.7 45.6 42.1 

Asian 13.9 28.9 53.5 59.3 

Black 32.5 27.7 7.7 7.6 

Hispanic 39.7 24.6 8.7 7.9 

White 13.3 18.2 29.6 24.8 

N 516,979 150,858 28,486 21,698 

Pipeline of admissions into specialized schools 
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Applied to Offered a Accepted 

Baseline SPHS SPHS SPHS offer 

Special education 6.2 0.5 0.0 0.0 

ELL (HSAP) 11.8 3.5 0.4 0.4 

Immigrant 17.3 16.7 16.2 17.5 

Low income 58.5 49.4 34.8 37.1 

Attendance rate, 8th grade 90.7 94.7 96.4 96.5 

Age 14.1 13.9 13.8 13.8 

Absent >30 days 9.1 2.1 0.4 0.4 

Absent 20-30 days 10.7 4.9 1.5 1.6 

Late >30 days 15.5 7.1 1.7 1.9 

# of choices (trad. choice) 7.4 7.5 6.3 6.3 

Reading z-score (8th) 0.009 0.665 1.559 1.531 

Math z-score (8th)  0.008 0.747 1.670 1.701 

Top 2% in ELA 3.0 8.3 27.2 25.7 

N 516,979 150,858 28,486 21,698 

Pipeline of admissions into specialized schools 

23 

Note: results are preliminary and unreleased. Not for citation or distribution. 



0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Baseline Applied Offered Accepted

English

Spanish

Chinese

Russian

Bengali

Korean

By language spoken at home 

24 

Note: results are preliminary and unreleased. Not for citation or distribution. 



By achievement score 
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Representation of “feeder” middle schools 
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School choices of low-achieving students 

 Low-achieving middle school students in NYC enroll in 

more disadvantaged (and lower achieving) high schools 

than their higher achieving counterparts; they also 

expressed preferences to attend these schools 

(Nathanson, Corcoran, and Baker-Smith, 2013).  

 

 There may be opportunities to improve access to high-

quality schools through informational interventions 
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School choices of low-achieving students 
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School choices of low-achieving students 
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School choices of low-achieving students 
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Questions for the panel 

 What data do you use regularly? What data do you 

collect yourself? 

 

 How do you use data in your organization? 

 Enhancing service provision 

 Matching students to appropriate services  

 Performance monitoring 

 Impact evaluation 

 

 Do you drive the data, or does the data drive you? 
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Recommended Resources 

 Daniel Koretz (2008) Measuring Up: What Educational 

Testing Really Tells Us. Harvard University Press 

 

 Harvard Data Wise Project: 

http://www.gse.harvard.edu/datawise/ 

 

 Harvard Strategic Data Project: 

http://www.gse.harvard.edu/sdp/  

 

 NYU – IESP (http://steinhardt.nyu.edu/iesp/)  

 

 Research Alliance for NYC Schools 

(http://steinhardt.nyu.edu/research_alliance/)  
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Recommended Resources 

 Nathanson, Corcoran, and Baker-Smith report on 

the school choices and placements of low-

achieving students 

(http://media.ranycs.org/2013/008)  
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