
Using Education Indicators: A Forum Guide for State and Local Education Agencies           
          

1

Case Studies from Local Education Agencies

This document features case studies from local education agencies (LEAs) about their use of 
education indicators, challenges experienced, and lessons learned.

Bismarck Public School District (ND): Using Indicators to Identify Student Needs 
With a central goal of using education indicators to help students in need, Bismarck Public School 
District (ND) (BPSD) uses indicators to identify students who may need additional academic and 
behavioral support or interventions. The local education agency (LEA) uses data from its multi-
tiered system of supports—academics (MTSS-A) and early warning system (EWS) to provide key 
information. As multidisciplinary teams use these targeted indicators across the LEA, BPSD can flag 
potential issues, determine the best course of action, and assess the success of interventions on a 
regular basis. 

Creating a Consistent and Precise Process
In the past, BPSD relied on a relatively low-tech system of spreadsheets created with data from the 
LEA’s data warehouse. Data could be calculated using weighted guidelines and percentiles, but 
the system was improved by formulas that consolidated data into a single point range across grade 
levels. Beyond this improvement, data leaders realized they needed ways to identify interventions 
or supports that worked for students, as well as to clarify needs for staff allocation across buildings 
to support interventions and for staff training. 

When considering interventions, BPSD also saw the need to integrate behavioral and academic 
indicators more deliberately. The data team shares the relevant data with teacher teams to 
ensure that the indicators are accurately identifying students. In addition to finding that a single 
standard did not always identify risk accurately, BPSD found that students received more effective 
interventions and supports when teams of data scientists, school leaders, and teachers collaborated 
to work with the indicator data. 

Changing the process has made it more efficient and allowed school building teams the autonomy 
to use the indicator data. In the past, these teams had to receive indicator information from the 
LEA. This involvement also has helped teachers see the connections between the data they upload 
to the system and the interventions that are ultimately chosen for students. 

The increased usability of the data also is a product of the data system’s greater speed. Whereas 
BPSD used to upload data once a week, the data team now can access the updated data every 
night. This gives teachers access to real-time information, which has modified how they approach 
assessment and interactions with students. The timeliness of the data means that teachers and 
administrators can see more quickly whether a particular intervention is working and determine if 
changes should be made. 

Using the same set of indicators across schools and divisions lets stakeholders look at consistent 
data aligned across different educational purposes. Student and teacher mobility throughout the 
LEA causes fewer issues, as the same data and indicators are being used in different schools. This 
consistency allows for stable expectations. BPSD’s governance model requires annual reports to 
the BPSD School Board on specific indicators. This not only serves as a check on the system; it also 
helps identify overall gaps, staffing needs, and professional development opportunities. Having 
consistent data and expectations across the LEA has improved problem solving, data-informed 
decision-making, and deep data dives conducted by multipurpose academic and behavioral teams.
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MTSS-A and EWS
BPSD’s unique use of indicators brings academic and behavior data together in a single report based 
on the belief that interventions must consider both areas. The combined report also helps the LEA 
by offering a 30-day view of indicator data. This timely reporting helps instructional coaches be 
part of team decision-making and provides fidelity checks against the system’s information. 

BPSD uses two predominant indicators: the MTSS-A and EWS. 

The MTSS-A includes three assessments measuring different curriculum areas or proficiency. 
Most of the assessments are nationally normed, but the LEA still uses some local standards-based 
assessments at certain times of the year. Assessments include nationally normed overall reading and 
math, as well as standards-aligned measures like oral reading fluency, math concepts and application, 
vocabulary, and spelling. The MTSS-A provides a weighted score based on a standards-based score 
or national percentile. By aligning Title I identification data with the data provided by this indicator, 
BPSD can identify students who may be in need with greater accuracy. This model identifies more 
students, especially those who may need early intervention, than the Title I data alone. 

BPSD’s EWS initially focused on attendance and 
externalized behaviors. Over time, it moved to 
include academic and behavior standard-based 
scores, Individualized Education Programs 
(IEPs), academic interventions, internalizing 
behaviors (reported by teacher nomination), and frequent nurse visits. The current EWS covers 
students at all grade levels, with the following components:

More information about early warning systems is 
available in the Forum Guide to Early Warning Systems 
(2018): https://nces.ed.gov/forum/pub_2019035.asp

• All levels
 ○ Weighted points-based score by category
 ○ Attendance
 ○ Discipline logs, incidents, and consequences (such as out-of-school suspension)

• Elementary school
 ○ Standards-based scores in core subjects and social-emotional learning
 ○ Enrollment in intervention courses

• Middle school
 ○ Standards-based scores in core subjects
 ○ Intervention or replacement course enrollments
 ○ Missing assignments
 ○ Tardies

• High school
 ○ Grades
 ○ Earned credit hours by grade level/time of the school year
 ○ Intervention or replacement course enrollments
 ○ Missing assignments
 ○ Tardies

Lessons Learned
As BPSD has increased its use of education indicators, the data team has focused on ensuring that 
it has accurate data. The more that different teams (such as instructional, administrative, and 
counseling staff ) in the LEA use the report, the more they understand the need for timely and 
accurate data to be its foundation. LEA leaders have communicated the message to stakeholders 
that accurate data make people’s jobs easier, improve their ability to work with students, and 
ensure that they receive support when needed.

https://nces.ed.gov/forum/pub_2019035.asp
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To help ensure data accuracy, BPSD data 
leaders suggest the following best practices: 

✓ To prevent misinterpretation or 
misuse, have experts and a support 
system to help schools accurately interpret and use indicators and data.

✓ Provide professional development surrounding indicators and their component data, 
especially where interpretation and administration of assessments are concerned.

✓ Meet frequently with building data teams to review and analyze results and train  
building staff.

✓ Ensure that staff review the indicator reports regularly.
 ✓ Focus on multidisciplinary teams—bring academics and behavior together into the  

same conversation.

“Reports are only as good as the data we have.”

— BPSD data expert

Moving Forward
BPSD leaders continue to refine current processes and systems related to the district’s indicators. 
They plan to further enhance the link between academics and behavior, and to consider 
interventions and support from a whole-child perspective. 

Bozeman School District #7 (MT): Using Indicator Data to Set Goals
As one of the largest public school districts in Montana, Bozeman School District #7 (BSD7) has 
traditionally used education indicators across several areas. In recent decades, LEA leaders have 
focused on streamlining these indicators and linking them directly to their long-range strategic plan. 

Determining Key Objectives via a Culture of Community 
Beginning with a community engagement process in fall 2007, BSD7 defined goals and strategic 
objectives for the LEA. From an initial list of 46 stated objectives, the leadership team used the 
information from the annual balanced scorecard (which measured success toward objectives) 
to narrow the list to 21, allowing leaders to assess each objective in greater depth. By 2012, the 
leadership team decided to measure no more than five of the stated objectives each year, with these 
objectives chosen by the superintendent and school board. At this point, the list of objectives also 
had narrowed from 21 to 18. The LEA had previously added a college- and career-ready framework, 
so the data team developed related metrics in those areas as well. 

BSD7 later streamlined its use of indicators into a scaled-down 5-year plan, with four measurable 
district goals. Three of these—early literacy, grade-level reading, and social-emotional learning 
(SEL)—are set, and the fourth is expected to be graduation success. These four goal areas drive 
the work of students and staff within grade bands and across school sites. Each school site sets 
actionable goals related to math, English language arts, and SEL. The LEA’s MTSS, inclusive of 
Tiers I, II, and III, is the primary vehicle to address the goals and embedded in the action plans. By 
addressing those goals at each school, the LEA ensures consistency in efforts to achieve elements of 
the 5-year plan. 

LEA leaders say that BSD7 has benefitted from community engagement as the district works with 
stakeholders to identify goals for students and schools. Because Bozeman is a growing and changing 
community, the agency makes sure to reengage stakeholders at least every 5 years. Leaders have 
learned that although they reach more goals through community engagement, the process takes 
time. In multiple situations, leaders have found that a slower pace and continued communication 
are key to success. 
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Far from a top-down approach, BSD7’s decision-making process flows from one level to another, 
with the efforts of each entity connected via consistent goals. The LEA has a long-range strategic 
plan, a 5-year district plan, and action plans for each school. Professional development plans 
and budgeting processes at the school level are tied to these action plans. The work done at each 
location drives all of the higher level goals. This consistency helps promote buy-in from different 
stakeholders and sets a vision for the future. 

Drilling Down on Achievement 
BSD7 also has used indicators to look more specifically into various aspects of achievement across 
the LEA. For a long time, achievement data reported to stakeholders were broad and general, 
and public perception was that the LEA was highly successful. Although this was true based on 
aggregated data, LEA leaders wanted to break down the numbers to illuminate disparities and show 
which groups of students were struggling. Because the overall data appeared positive, needs for 
improvement were not being identified. 

Although this information traditionally had not been shared publicly, a new leadership team 
focused on achievement gaps and the policy work needed to hold BSD7 accountable for the success 
of all students. The LEA was working with these data prior to the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
pandemic, and COVID-19 only accelerated awareness of achievement gaps as BSD7 provided multiple 
instructional models. BSD7 leaders say that the information they gathered by examining student 
learning during the COVID-19 pandemic motivated the LEA to make positive changes. 

BSD7 has improved in many areas by using indicators to assess gaps. For example, K-5 reading data 
inspired leaders to move the LEA from using only a balanced literacy curriculum to augmenting 
teachers’ knowledge with 3 years of professional development on the science of reading. BSD7 now 
is seeing gains in reading performance for all students after many years of static results. The LEA also 
uses indicators to trace pathways between coursework and graduation rates and to determine when 
interventions may be most effective in a student’s trajectory. 

Using Indicator Data to Set New Goals 
BSD7 has used its indicator data to make improvements that allow leaders to continue setting 
goals within the 5-year plan. They aim to have 85 percent of students enter kindergarten with 
early literacy skills and to supplement prekindergarten programs with other means of promoting 
language acquisition in communities. Parent engagement data will offer insight into the success of 
these efforts, which then could inform legislation. 

BSD7 also plans to continue emphasizing the science of reading, using teacher knowledge surveys to 
determine the professional development needs of current teachers. The LEA also will work with state 
universities to encourage teaching programs to provide preservice educators with this knowledge. 

Moving Forward
BSD7 leaders say that their work is never done, but for good reason. The LEA is committed to a 
continuous improvement cycle that recognizes and incorporates Bozeman’s changing population 
and potentially shifting needs. Each 5-year plan feeds into the next, which can be hard for some 
stakeholders who want to succeed and then rest. Because they see the LEA as a student-focused 
business, BSD7 leaders will not stop until all students can reach a high level of success.
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Meriden Board of Education (CT): Using Indicator Data to Increase Advanced 
Placement (AP) Enrollment 
Like many LEAs across the country, Connecticut’s Meriden Board of Education (MBE) uses the 
information provided by education indicators for various purposes. One recent project focused 
on indicators for a newly targeted goal: to increase student enrollment in Advanced Placement 
(AP) courses. 

The organization that administers both the PSAT1 tests and AP exams provides lists of “AP Potential” 
students based upon each student’s latest PSAT scores. When MBE partnered with an outside 
education research group on a project to increase AP enrollment, it determined that this single 
binary indicator is too limiting, as it excludes some students who may be capable of success in 
particular AP courses. 

Beyond the “AP Potential” designation, MBE teachers and administrators recommend students 
for AP classes based on in-school performance and previous PSAT scores. However, because 
enrollment for the following school year is based on parent and student online registration in the 
spring, numbers may remain low if parents or students decide not to register for AP courses. 

Working with the research group, MBE searched previous PSAT data for each current student in 
grades 9 through 11 to help determine their “previous AP potential” (eligibility based on one or 
more test administrations). They also decided to consider other leading indicators for success 
in AP courses and focused in particular on growth mindset, a concept popularized originally by 
psychologist Carol Dweck.2 In short, students with a more fixed mindset may be more hesitant to 
take on challenges, whereas those with more of a growth mindset believe that their abilities can be 
developed. Over time, LEA leaders revised this construct to better fit the MBE school population 
and created a highly reliable scale to measure it. In addition, reliable subject-level engagement 
measures, based on Expectancy-Value Theory3 and the MBE school population, are another 
indicator of AP success.

In addition to eligibility, prior PSAT scores, and growth mindset, MBE added a fourth indicator as 
the research moved forward: students’ level of engagement in the subject covered by a particular 
AP course. Based on the data provided by these indicators, the “AP eligible” student pool was larger 
than the initial pool that relied solely upon each student’s latest PSAT scores. Newly identified 
students received letters signed by the superintendent inviting them to enroll. Ultimately, expanding 
the criteria for eligibility allowed MBE to increase AP enrollment by more than 30 percent. 

Maintaining Student Success
Beyond simply raising AP enrollment, MBE leaders realized that they also would need to provide 
additional supports for students new to the more demanding AP coursework. Without these 
additional supports, students may encounter academic challenges and withdraw from the classes. 
To prevent withdrawals, MBE recommended supports for new AP students that included required 
tutors and additional teacher time, study groups for each AP subject, and support for group learning. 

1 The PSAT is considered a practice version of the SAT.
2 Dweck, C. (2007). Mindset: The New Psychology of Success. New York: Ballantine Books.
3 Wigfield, A., and Eccles, J.S. ( January 2000). Expectancy–Value Theory of Achievement Motivation. Contemporary 
Educational Psychology, 25(1): 68-81. https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1999.1015

https://doi.org/10.1006/ceps.1999.1015
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Milwaukee Public Schools (WI): Creating Common Indicators to Communicate 
Accountability Data 
Historically, educators in Milwaukee Public Schools (WI) (MPS) have preferred to use education 
indicators to collect information about district demographics and student learning, including large-
scale annual assessments of progress. In recent decades, the LEA has begun to use its indicators 
more precisely and intentionally. A key part of this process has been improving the agency’s ability 
to communicate relevant information and make informed decisions. To make these improvements, 
LEA staff have needed to identify areas where connections across agency levels are needed.

Accountability Data: Clarifying Definitions and Creating Common Indicators 
Each school in the LEA has an internal improvement plan and annually receives both a state report 
card and an accountability report under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). Because

the metrics are all unique, the data team needed to create a “through line” in the data to make 
the metrics more comprehensible to LEA and school leaders, as well as to highlight connections 
and similarities more clearly. In short, across the LEA, leaders needed to connect the dots among 
accountability requirements.

The LEA established a through line that included achievement in English language arts (ELA) and 
math, growth in ELA and math, attendance and absenteeism, and graduation rates. The data team 
showed that with these connections across the different accountability levels, schools could address 
central needs for all students—increasing achievement in ELA and math, improving attendance 
rates, and raising 4-year graduation rates—regardless of the uniqueness of the metrics.

One result of connecting the accountability indicators has been a shift in how several are defined. 
In some cases, definitions have been aligned across agency levels. For example, the concept of 
absenteeism was adjusted to provide a single definition across local, state, and federal reporting, 
which has given the data team a more concentrated focus. In other cases, data users are made 
aware of the varying definitions, which helps them understand the nuances between reports. For 
example, across the state, “academic growth” can mean: 

• simple growth (LEA level);
• value-added growth (state report card); or 
• Mean Student Growth Percentile (SGP) (ESSA reports). 

By understanding how the concepts and definitions are related, data users can see that a higher 
level of simple growth in each student group aligns with a greater positive impact on state and 
federal indicators.

Challenges and Lessons Learned
MPS faced data challenges due to the COVID-19 pandemic, which led the data team to make 
adjustments both for the immediate pandemic situation and going forward. 

During the pandemic, the LEA continued to stress school improvement even though state and 
federal accountability data were not fully available. Because the uniqueness of various LEA metrics 
centers on improved achievement, improved attendance, and improved 4-year graduation rates, 
these issues still could be addressed at the local level. 

Internally, the LEA dealt with missing and incomplete data resulting from pandemic-related data 
collection issues. In response, the data team created a data history record to monitor submitted data, 
including how they were (or were not) collected and how different data points were defined. The 
data team may be able to use this tool for similar data collection challenges in the future. 
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Moving Forward 
Coordinating education indicators within high-quality technology systems across the different 
agency levels has allowed MPS to increase the speed of data access. Most data points in the LEA 
(such as attendance, local assessment results, or behavior) are available overnight. Although the 
timeline is slower for receiving other data from the state, such as state assessment data, secure data 
systems can release data earlier than in the past. 

Data privacy and accuracy also are constant considerations for the LEA. As more systems across 
the LEA have offered secure access, data leaders have needed to help users understand the critical 
nature of secure data. Additionally, the LEA has teams with the sole purpose of monitoring data, 
data quality, and changes in metrics from the state.

Having a multiagency perspective on the system of education indicators allows MPS to make 
important connections and draw key implications from data about student progress. Ultimately, the 
LEA’s data leaders say that using indicators in this fashion lets them make decisions based on fact 
rather than tradition or opinion.

Pasco County Schools (FL): Increasing Access and Opportunity for Students  
Like many LEAs, Pasco County Schools (FL) (PCS) traditionally has used indicators to assess 
progress, identify areas in need of improvement, and set goals. In recent years, leaders in PCS have 
expanded their perspectives on—and intentions for—indicators and now are using them to parse out 
information about equity, access, and opportunity for students in the district. 

Using Indicators to Share Information and Identify Goals
PCS’s instructional team holds regular calibration meetings during which team members evaluate 
data to assess progress and identify opportunities. They also consider how the goals they set will 
impact the work of various stakeholders in the district. The team also conducts site visits and 
needs assessments to plan for the following school year, with a focus on providing consistent 
messages to schools. When sharing information with schools, the team tries to help stakeholders 
make connections between the work they do and the initiatives put forth by the LEA as a result of 
data trends. 

The team realized, however, that some areas that had been identified called for more intentional 
focus and action. Specifically, the team found disproportionality among student groups across 
areas such as behavior, discipline, and enrollment in advanced courses, but it still needed more 
comprehensive information related to equity, access, and opportunity to determine which actions 
to take. 

Equity Audit
PCS had been working with an outside consulting company before identifying the need for additional 
information on equity, access, and opportunity. The consultants created an “opportunity scorecard” 
looking at measures such as the content of assignments, level of rigor, and teacher expectations. The 
assessment also addressed issues such as access to educational opportunities and trends in discipline. 
The consultants helped train and walk the LEA through the information, as well as facilitating dialogue 
about school strengths and potential areas for improvement.

As this work continued, PCS realized it needed additional equity metrics. The LEA worked with 
the consultants to conduct an equity audit, which became its own project in 2021. The equity team 
needed a baseline of the LEA’s current status to see where changes might be needed. The audit 
used indicators drawn from data that the LEA already had, but the team examined and aligned the 
information in new ways. 
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The audit assessed data from the previous 6 years through May 2021, focusing on: 

• student achievement (specifically, whether students are learning at similar rates); 
• courses (number of students in advanced classes); 
• grades (whether grades provide a true measure of competence when weighed against end 

of year tests);
• attendance and discipline rates (whether trends are similar across students); and
• teacher background (how demographics of teachers relate to those of students).

Specific assessments included concepts such as grade alignment and grade guarantee. Grade 
alignment asked whether earning better grades equaled a student having learned more, and 
correlated grades with scores on end of year tests required by the LEA. Grade guarantee asked 
whether the grade a student earned aligned with having learned more of the class’s specific 
content. Each of these concepts also was tied to classroom context indicators. 

The audit allowed PCS’s equity team to triangulate the data provided by the different indicators. 
The team could demonstrate that the various elements were showing the same trends for student 
groups in terms of access and opportunity. The deep dive into the indicators meant that the 
team went beyond simply identifying potential disproportionality to also zero in on key goals for 
improvement. Team leaders expect that the information provided by the audit will influence the 
development of new indicators. PCS now will be able to put relevant metrics into its yearly Success 
Plan in a more intentional way. 

Lessons Learned  
The equity team presented the full audit results to the school board. The audit included many new 
considerations and recommendations, which made it challenging for the board to easily process the 
findings at one time. The findings were therefore separated into several parts and later presented to 
the calibration group in multiple meetings across several months. 

Information from the audit underscored the importance of PCS’s data and indicators. Over time, 
PCS had seen similar findings across variables but did not immediately look for the meaning behind 
these consistent trends. Conducting the audit helped PCS understand where it stands concerning 
its goals, allowed for more intentional efforts toward progress, and ensured continued focus on 
these areas. 

Moving Forward
With the information from the audit now available to guide goal-setting and drive the creation 
of new indicators, PCS knows how important it will be to stay focused on the information that 
emerged from the data. The identifiers used in the audit showed important trends related to equity, 
access, and opportunity that have influenced PCS’s goals for the future and potential interventions. 
However, it will be crucial to continue to monitor the data and adjust interventions in response to 
changing trends or student outcomes. 




