A Picture is Worth a Thousand Words

Using Graphical Display to add Meaning

By

John Froelich

Data displayed in tables or as long columns of numbers rarely carry easily found meaning. Even summary statistics, while useful, often do not convey the stories the data can tell. Graphical display of data allows us to “see” relationships, areas of strength and weakness and allows us to focus on the needs of our students. High quality graphical displays can form the basis for professional dialogue and planning. This session is designed to present some examples of displays that teachers find useful. All related files including the Powerpoint and the Excel files used to generate the displays are available as free downloads at: www.lookingatlearning.org/news.html
1. Expected growth of individuals in a population equates to NO CHANGE in percentile rank over time. That is to say, we expect a student at the 20th percentile to make sufficient growth to remain at the 20th percentile over time. 

2. MCA Strand data: These data can add significant understanding to how a school is performing as a result of curricular and instructional focus. The examination of these data can significantly help teachers know what aspects of curriculum to devote focus toward.

· Strand data is not useful for individual students because of small samples of data.

· Standard error should be considered when interpreting strand data

· Strand difficulty is not stable from year to year—so no year to year comparisons are appropriate. Even the magnitude of the mean may not be meaningful.

· The only appropriate displays are to look at differences of a school’s mean to that of the state mean (fewer than 20-30 students should not be done because of error size).

· Comparing a school’s mean difference should be done in context with the standard deviation.

3. NWEA fall test results (NALT/CALT/MP) can be used as a predictor for spring MCA levels. 

· Sorting by overall scale score allows the contribution of the various strands to be seen when combined with the conditional color formatting.

· A pivot table report (or other) that shows the mean score of each strand to one another is useful to identify strengths and weaknesses. (The standard error of the test should be considered when comparing strand scores.)

· Individual student strand scores have some meaning—but must be carefully used

· The relationship of math to reading level can be seen at various grade levels.

· A conditional formatting tool (Excel) is available for schools to use. This tool is based on the linking study done by the Minneapolis Schools’ Research and Evaluation Department. Simply copy the cell for the grade and subject and then paste (special) the format only on the cells with the corresponding data.

4. Looking at Learning is a classroom measurement tool designed to display the proportion of time being devoted during instruction to various classroom groupings, student activities and cognitive purposes with the relative participation levels.

· All data is collected from the student’s point of view

· Changes in the proportion of time devoted can be used to monitor the changes in instruction resulting from staff development.

· This is the only available tool that looks into how a school’s priorities play out during instruction.
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