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National Forum on Education Statistics

Mission: To plan, recommend, and develop education data resources that support 
local, state, and national efforts to improve prekindergarten through secondary 
education throughout the United States.
Members:
• Representatives of local and state education agencies 

(LEAs and SEAs)
• Representatives of offices of the U.S. Department of 

Education (ED) and other federal agencies
• Associate members from U.S. territories, Regional

Educational Laboratories (RELs), and national education associations



Education Indicators Working Group Motivation

• To develop a new resource to complement and enhance 
the 2005 Forum Guide to Education Indicators.

• To address the needs of federal, state, and local 
education agencies by developing and releasing a new 
resource that includes timely and useful information on 
education indicators. 



Resource Purpose and Audience

Purpose:
• This new resource provides timely and useful information on education indicators, how 

their collection and use have changed over time, and how agencies use them 
strategically. It highlights best practices for using indicators, adjustments over time to 
the collection and use of indicators, shifts in types of relevant indicators, and what 
possibilities LEAs and SEAs see for the effective use of indicators in the future.

Audience:
• The primary audience for this publication is staff in local, state, and federal education 

agencies whose responsibilities include any aspect of collecting, reporting, or 
analyzing the data used to create education indicators. This audience includes program 
and data staff, researchers, administrators, policymakers, and others who are tasked 
with using education indicators to improve student and school outcomes.



Contents

Chapters: 
1) Introduction 
2) Different Ways Agencies Use Education Indicators 
3) Changes in the Use and Classification of Education 

Indicators Over Time
4) Common Challenges and Possible Solutions in Using 

Education Indicators 
5) Case Studies from LEAs and SEAs
Appendix: 
• Examples of LEA and SEA Indicator Categories 



Chapter 1: Introduction 

• Chapter 1 defines the concept of education indicators, discusses why they are 
important, and describes how they are used to increase student achievement and 
success.

• An education indicator measures the status of, or change in, an educational system 
with regard to its goals. Indicators are composed of data elements that are 
meaningfully and mathematically combined to measure and describe the status or 
change. Examples include class size, graduation and completion rates, and teacher 
retention rates.



Why Indicators are Important

• Education indicators are critical to multiple areas of agency activities. They allow 
agencies to monitor student achievement and goals, identify gaps in student 
performance for potentially vulnerable populations, and evaluate the effectiveness 
of new policies and practices. 

• Indicators inform important analyses, such as benchmarking, comparing groups, and 
assessing the benefits of funding allocations. 

• They can offer greater transparency to stakeholders by providing easily accessible 
information and offering a means of clearer communication.



Using Education Indicators 
to Benefit Students and Educators
• Indicators can encourage educators and 

administrators to look more broadly at which 
conditions and inputs help student learning. They 
then can use the actionable information provided 
by indicators to make decisions that benefit 
students and improve student outcomes. 
Providing decision-makers with convenient 
access to indicators also has increased 
transparency, and therefore trust, for many 
agencies.



Chapter 2: Different Ways Agencies Use Indicators

• Chapter 2 describes the different ways in which schools, LEAs, and SEAs may use 
particular indicators or groups of indicators.

• Schools, LEAs, and SEAs across the country have wide-ranging uses for education 
indicators. These include: 

• identifying individual students’ needs or gaps among groups;
• evaluating the success or effectiveness of implemented programs;
• identifying disciplinary concerns;
• establishing benchmarks across districts and states; and
• forecasting college or career readiness.



Using Education Indicators for Data-Informed Decision-Making

• Education indicators are critical parts of the data-informed decision-making process. 
Indicators allow agencies to make relevant comparisons, show the impacts of 
policies or practices, identify levels and types of need, and demonstrate strengths 
and weaknesses.

• Best practices for developing and using indicators for decision-making include:
• focus on the indicators most relevant to a query;
• use indicators that are research or evidence-based;
• ensure high-quality data are current and used for appropriate purposes; and
• update reporting and data visualizations to reflect changes.



Communicating Indicators Among Agencies

• Agencies need to convey key information to varied audiences and communicate 
indicators in ways that stakeholders will understand. Providing clear definitions of 
concepts that are measured by indicators, such as graduation rate, can help in this 
regard. 

• Metadata, common data standards, and data dictionaries increase transparency, 
enable interoperability, and explain the components that make up an indicator.



Chapter 3: Changes in the Use and Classification
of Education Indicators Over Time 
• Chapter 3 discusses how the use of indicators has changed over recent decades due 

to increased data collection and use, changes in technology, and shifts in educational 
priorities.

• As the use of education indicators has diversified and expanded over time, some 
agencies have changed the indicators themselves. Agencies also have updated their 
processes for collecting and using indicators and have adjusted how they produce 
and disseminate education indicators.   



Influences of Policy and Education Indicators

• Education indicators can influence 
policy decisions, such as when they are 
used to demonstrate funding gaps or 
instructional needs. Policy decisions 
also can influence education indicators. 
For example, state legislatures may 
direct agencies to collect (or to stop 
collecting) particular data.



Advances in Statewide Longitudinal Data Systems 
(SLDSs) and Technology
• Over the past several decades, state data systems have grown to include student data 

over time, improved technology, and expanded data use. This growth has had 
important effects on education indicators, allowing them to provide more accurate, 
timely, and targeted information to improve education.

• Modern data management systems have made it possible to quickly report student 
education indicators at the classroom level, which allows teachers to better 
individualize instruction, target student learning needs, and create better learning 
plans for their students. Education indicators also help agencies make decisions 
about how resources are allocated and ensure that programs and curricula have the 
greatest impact.



Chapter 4: Common Challenges and Possible Solutions 
in Using Education Indicators
• Chapter 4 discusses common challenges and effective practices related to collecting, 

reporting, and using the data that form the basis of education indicators.
• As education agencies make data more transparent and accessible to multiple stakeholder 

groups, the possibilities for misuse or misinterpretations increase. 
• Protecting the privacy of student and staff data always needs to be considered when developing 

and using indicators.
• Indicators and the data underlying them also can be misunderstood or taken out of context by 

various stakeholders.
• Data leaders should carefully consider data ethics when creating and working with education 

indicators.



Influences of Changes to the Education Landscape

• Indicators help educators make more informed decisions as world conditions or 
localized situations require them to modify learning environments or strategies. 
Emergency responses, societal shifts, and changes in demographics are examples of 
forces that could drive education leaders to respond by creating useful indicators.

• Rapid and frequent changes to indicators sometimes can adversely affect data 
quality. For example, if data systems cannot be updated quickly to accommodate 
new changes in indicators, agencies may need to temporarily rely on other systems 
that do not have as rigorous data quality checks in place. In a sudden unexpected 
crisis, leaders need to determine how to address and report indicators that may 
change due to shifting education situations.



Best Practices and Recommendations

• Consider the validity and reliability of the source data.
• Remember that nationally normed data may be better and more consistently 

collected than a locally scored indicator.
• Provide clear definitions of rules and scales associated with the source data and 

indicator.
• Determine whether the audience for the indicator is clearly defined.
• Clearly communicate the data elements of the indicator.
• Collaboratively develop indicators with input from policy analysts, data specialists, 

and practitioners.
• Encourage professional learning to increase data literacy.
• Evaluate education indicators before implementing policies or programs.



Case Studies from States and Districts

Bismarck Public School District (ND)
Using Indicators to Identify Student Needs

Bozeman School District #7 (MT)
Using Indicator Data to Set Goals

Idaho Digital Learning Alliance
Incorporating Machine Learning to Identify Patterns



Case Studies from States and Districts

Insert 
state icon

Meriden Board of 
Education (CT)
Using Indicator Data to 
Increase Advanced Placement 
(AP) Enrollment

North Dakota Department 
of Public Instruction
Preparing Students for
Post-Graduation Success

Milwaukee Public Schools 
(WI)
Creating Common Indicators 
to Communicate Accountability 
Data

Ohio Department of 
Education
Coordinating Indicators to 
Meet Requirements and 
Provide Robust Information to 
Stakeholders



Case Studies from States and Districts

Pasco County Schools (FL)
Increasing Access and Opportunity for Students

Virginia Department of Education
Providing a Holistic View of Student Achievement



Conclusion

• Education indicators are critical to multiple areas of agency activities.
• Education agencies use indicators for varied strategic purposes.
• Because a single assessment rarely yields a complete picture of a student’s learning, 

indicators that use multiple measures and multiple types of assessment help teachers 
and schools realize a more complete picture of student needs.

• Advances in data practices and technology have allowed for greater data precision, 
accuracy, timeliness, agility, actionability, and access.

• As the design and use of education indicators shift with agencies’ changing needs, 
advances in technology, and outside influences, many data experts have noted the 
need for a wider range of measures.



Education Indicators Working Group Members
Chair: Susan Williams, Virginia Department of Education
Members: 
Laura Boudreaux, Louisiana Department of Education
Dena Dossett, Jefferson County Public Schools (KY)
Michael Gerszewski, Bismarck Public School District (ND)
Will Goodman, Boise School District (ID)
Thomas Howell, Michigan Center for Educational Performance 
and Information
Peggy Jones, Pasco County Schools (FL)
Letitia Linville, Ohio Department of Education
Zenaida Napa Natividad, Guam Department of Education
Melanie Stewart, Milwaukee Public Schools (WI)
Laia Tiderman, formerly of the Maryland State Department of Education



Forum Resources

Using Education Indicators: A Forum Guide for 
State and Local Education Agencies 
https://nces.ed.gov/forum/pub_2022132.asp

For more information about the Forum, please 
visit https://nces.ed.gov/forum/index.asp

The information and opinions published are 
those of the Forum and do not necessarily 

represent the policy or views of the 
National Center for Education Statistics, the 
Institute of Education Sciences, or the U.S. 

Department of Education.

https://nces.ed.gov/forum/pub_2022132.asp
https://nces.ed.gov/forum/index.asp
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