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Session Description

In this session, participants will learn how leading and using 
a structured inquiry-based approach to facilitating data 
conversations supports achieving building and district 
goals. Participants will explore and apply specific 
processes for facilitating effective data conversations, using 
multiple measures, root cause analysis, and action 
planning.



Session Outcomes
Participants will: 

● Explore leadership competencies necessary to 
effectively lead data conversations around 
building/district goals;

● Identify what it looks like to install effective data 
conversations at scale; and

● Learn how to facilitate effective data conversations using 
multiple measures and follow through with identification 
of root cause and aligned action plans.



District Action Planning Template



Dramatic Improvement in Student, Teacher, and Leader Performance in a short amount of Time. 

The Blueprint:
Systematic Reconfiguration



Session Outcome:
Explore leadership competencies necessary to 
effectively lead data conversations around 
building/district goals.



Blueprint Leader 
Competencies

What are the competencies our Blueprint
leaders will need to effectively lead data 

conversations at all levels of the 
organization?



Achievement

The drive and actions to set challenging goals 
and reach a high standard of performance 
despite barriers.



Adapted from Public Impact (2008)

What does effective 
Achievement look like? 

Why is this leadership 
competency critical for 
leading data 
conversations?

Individually, where would 
you assess yourself 
currently?



Achievement
BP Central Office Expertise Demonstrated BP Principal Expertise Demonstrated BP Teacher Expertise Demonstrated

1. the strong desire to achieve outstanding results in a 
short amount of time;

2. the ability to create and execute clear, logical plans;

3. the skill to foster this collective responsibility by 
mobilizing structure,strategies, practices, and the use 
of resources for the ongoing
evaluation and improvement of instruction;

4. the motivation and drive necessary to ensure that 
instructional-specific conversations are taking place 
throughout the school through practices intentionally 
designed to focus conversations and efforts on 
improving
the instruction of every teacher;

5. the drive to prioritize student-learning needs over the 
customs, routines, and established relationships that 
can stand in the way of necessary change;

1. the strong desire to achieve outstanding results in a 
short amount of time;

2. the ability to create and execute clear, logical plans;

3. the skill to foster this collective responsibility by 
mobilizing structure,strategies, practices, and the use 
of resources for the ongoing
evaluation and improvement of instruction;

4. the motivation and drive necessary to ensure that 
instructional-specific conversations are taking place 
throughout the school through practices intentionally 
designed to focus conversations and efforts on 
improving
the instruction of every teacher;

5. the drive to prioritize student-learning needs over 
the customs, routines, and established relationships 
that can stand in the way of necessary change;

1. the strong desire and ability to achieve 
outstanding student achievement results in a 
short amount of time;

2. the skill and willingness to leverage the Intense 
Student Support Network to ensure that 
students’ social, emotional, health, and 
nutritional needs are addressed;

3. the ability to collaboratively create and 
execute clear, logical instructional plans that 
produce strong results in student learning;

4. the drive to prioritize student-learning needs 
over the customs, routines, and established 
relationships that can stand in the way of 
necessary change;



Impact & Influence

Acting with the purpose of affecting the 
perceptions, thinking, and actions of others.  



Adapted from Public Impact (2008)

What does effective 
Impact & Influence 
look like? 

Why is this leadership 
competency critical 
for leading data 
conversations?

Individually, where 
would you assess 
yourself currently?



What does Impact & Influence look like 
in a Blueprint installing district?

BP Central Office Expertise 
Demonstrated 

BP Principal Expertise Demonstrated BP Teacher Expertise Demonstrated

6. the ability to motivate others and 
influence their behaviors;

7. the ability to exert his/her influence for 
results;

6. the ability to motivate others and 
influence their behaviors;

7. the ability to exert his/her influence 
for results;

5. the ability to motivate students 
and influence their behaviors;

6. the commitment to coordinate 
instruction within and across grade 
levels;



Conceptual Thinking

The ability to see patterns and links among 
seemingly unrelated things. 



Adapted from Public Impact (2008)

What does effective 
Conceptual Thinking 
look like? 

Why is this leadership 
competency critical 
for leading data 
conversations?

Individually, where 
would you assess 
yourself currently?



Conceptual Thinking

BP Central Office Expertise 
Demonstrated 

BP Principal Expertise Demonstrated BP Teacher Expertise Demonstrated

18.  The capacity to rigorously create and 
sustain a well-orchestrated system of 
ongoing data collection and analysis to 
inform a continuously responsive and 
adaptive system of tiered instruction 
attentive to students’ specific academic 
needs

14.  The capacity to rigorously create 
and sustain a well-orchestrated system 
of ongoing data collection and analysis 
to inform a continuously responsive 
and adaptive system of tiered 
instruction attentive to students’ 
specific academic needs

14.  The skill to implement a tiered 
system of instruction and student 
support within the classroom to 
meet the needs of every student



Developing a Data-Driven Culture
“A culture of data use can only develop if data quality and 
capacity are in place. A strong data culture results when an 
organization believes in continuous improvement and 
regularly puts that belief in practice.”

- Victoria Bernhardt (2006)
Turn & Talk: 
● What might it look like to put this belief into practice?
● What leader actions might influence this practice?



Elements of a Strong Data Culture
● Commitment from all stakeholders to make better use of data
● A clearly articulated vision of data use
● Beliefs about the efficacy of teaching and the value of data improving 

teaching and learning
● Accountability for results coupled with empowering teachers to make 

instructional changes
● A culture of collaboration at all levels
● Modeling of data use by school and district leadership
● Commitment to making ongoing instructional and programmatic 

improvements
Bernhardt, V.L. (2006). Using data to improve student learning in school districts. Larchmont, NY. Eye on Education.



Leadership Competencies

● How do these 3 leadership competencies support a 
leader in effectively leading data conversations within a 
strong data culture?

● Consider: how might these competencies be leveraged 
before, during, and after data conversations to create a 
strong data culture?



Session Outcome:
Learn how to facilitate effective data conversations 
using multiple measures and follow through with 
identification of root cause and aligned action plans.



Dramatic Improvement in Student, Teacher, and Leader Performance in a short amount of Time. 

The Blueprint:
Systematic Reconfiguration



Why adopt a problem-solving 
protocol?
• Provide a specific process for facilitating effective data 

conversations that establishes a spirit of inquiry and 
positions the analysis of multiple measures of data at the 
heart of the exploration and action plan development. 

• Ensure effective problem identification and problem 
solution.

• Invite appropriate participation from stakeholders in data 
conversations.



Collaborative Learning Cycle
Lipton & Wellman’s protocol offers us:
• One option of a problem-solving driver system (always a 

district choice)
• A way to train people to collaborate around any data set 

within a district using the same language and process
• A 3-phase process to move from creating safety for data 

discussions to generating data narratives to 
exploring/confirming root causes and moving to action



Rationale

“The best strategy for improving schools and districts is 
developing the collective capacity of educators to function 
as members of professional learning communities – a 
concept based on the premise that if students are to learn at 
higher levels, processes must be in place to ensure the 
ongoing-job embedded learning of the adults who serve 
them.” (DuFour & Marzano, 2012)



Rationale
“Data driven change 

requires the commitment 
and perseverance of 

individual practitioners 
sustained by the focused 

efforts of the whole school 
community” 

(Wellman & Lipton, 2012, p. 8).



Data Literacy

“Data literacy is the ability to collect, analyze, 
communicate and use multiple measures of data to 

continuously improve all aspects of the learning 
organization, especially teaching and learning” 

~(Bernhardt, 2013, p. 5).



Data Use

Data use is the ability to transform data into information 
and then into action to improve all aspects of the 

learning organization. Data use will not happen on its 
own. An organizational shift away from a singular focus 

on compliance, toward a true commitment to 
improvement through a shared vision is required” 

~(Bernhardt, 2013, p. 5).



Data transforms
into Information transforms

into Action leads 
to Change



Collaborative Learning Cycle
The protocol is structured in the following three 
phases:

1. Activate and Engage
Generate predictions & surface assumptions

2. Explore and Discover
Analyze data & develop narrative statements

3. Organize and Integrate
Generate (and confirm) causal theory and explore 
solutions



Collaborative Learning Cycle: Phase 1

Activate & Engage:
● Process: Using a blank template of the data being 

reviewed, discuss what the data might look like. Generate, 
share, and chart predictions and assumptions.

● Why?: Provides psychological and emotional safety and 
readiness for interacting with colleagues and with data.



Why Phase 1 Matters 
When this phase is cut short, teams often find themselves 
overwhelmed by data. 

By taking all the necessary steps to engage the data 
dialogue team (without digging too deep), a foundation is 
built to ensure open-minded, effective problem solving.

Watch: Bruce Wellman video addressing the importance of 
this phase

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=upLvc34bRg4


Facilitation of Phase 1
As a leader/facilitator, how might you impact a group’s ability to do the 
following?

• Maintain a clear focus
• Embrace a spirit of inquiry
• Put data at the center
• Honor commitments to learners and learning
• Cultivate relational trust
• Seek equity

Turn & Talk: What might you need to do to prepare for this stage of the 
data conversation? What facilitation moves or strategies might you need 
to consider?



Consider:
What norms of collaboration 
might need to be in place? 

How will we establish a safe 
culture for sharing data and 
encouraging vulnerability? 
How does the Blueprint’s 

Outer Ring support this kind 
of culture/collaboration?



Blueprint Leader 
Competencies
In what ways will leaders need to 
leverage Achievement, Impact & 

Influence, and/or Conceptual 
Thinking to effectively lead Phase 1?



Collaborative Learning Cycle: Phase 2
Explore & Discover
Process: Individually, allow participants time to examine the data set. Jot down 
individual noticings.

Pose questions to help the group dig deeper:
• What are we noticing?
• What important points pop out to us?
• What patterns, categories, or trends are emerging?
• What is surprising or unexpected?
• What have we not yet looked at?

This is a time of exploration, not explanation. Discourage the use of “because.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E3WtXFgKzWQ


Facilitation of Phase 2
● Focus on a few key pieces of data.
● Organize data in shared, uncluttered, visually vibrant displays to facilitate 

group study (rather than individual data handouts). 
● Develop multiple descriptive statements about what the data suggest. 
● Ask questions and explore further opportunities for inquiry (e.g., “Is there a 

difference between the various subgroups?” or “How did last year’s group 
do?”).

● Share and discuss observations, ensuring all team members are included. 
● Delve deeply to understand data for each descriptive statement and discuss 

team members’ perspectives until all questions and suggestions are 
addressed. 

● Polish and refine a series of descriptive data narratives. 



Facilitation of Phase 2
Publicly chart data narratives (concise enough that the 
statements can stand alone without the specific data set 
present).

In 2017 on the 3rd grade M-STEP assessment in 
reading, the girls were 74% proficient and the boys were 
53% proficient.

Key Role of Leader/Facilitator in Phase 2 is to keep the why out 
of the conversation. Causation is addressed in the final phase. 
Don’t attempt to explain or rationalize the data in Phase 2.



Blueprint Leader 
Competencies
In what ways will leaders need to 
leverage Achievement, Impact & 

Influence, and/or Conceptual 
Thinking to effectively lead Phase 2?



Collaborative Learning Cycle: Phase 3
Organize & Integrate

The 3rd phase happens in two stages: causation and 
action.

Process: For the most significant problem(s) identified in 
Phase 2, consider all of the possible causal categories, 
focusing on those over which the group has influence. 



Collaborative Learning Cycle: Phase 3
Categories of causation include:
• Curriculum
• Instruction
• Infrastructure
• Leadership
• Teacher (knowledge, skills, and dispositions)
• Student readiness (knowledge, skills, and dispositions)



Collaborative Learning Cycle: Phase 3

Groups are encouraged to consider all of the causal 
categories collectively. Why?

• Categories are often inter-related
• It is difficult to isolate one causal factor for a complex 

problem
• Long-term, sustainable solutions need to address 

multiple factors



Determining Root Cause
People often have assumptions about causation, based 
upon their limited perspective, previous experience, or the 
perception that they don’t have time to dig below the 
surface. However, if we hope to create action plans that can 
really address our problems, it is critical to test our causal 
theories.



Definition of Root Cause

Root Cause—the deepest underlying cause, 
or causes, of positive or negative 

symptoms within any process that, if 
dissolved, would result in elimination, or 
substantial reduction, of the symptom.

Preuss, Paul. School Leader's Guide to Root Cause Analysis (Kindle Locations 349-351). Taylor and 
Francis. Kindle Edition. 



Facilitating Phase 3
Pose questions to dig deeper:
• What inferences/explanations/conclusions might we draw 

from the data? (causation) 
• What additional data sources might we explore to verify 

our explanations? (confirmation) 
• What are some research-based solutions we can 

explore? (action) 
• What additional data will we need to collect? (calibration)



From Causation to Planning
Generate multiple theories of causation, seek triangulation of 
data or determine what additional data points might be 
needed, then confirm causal theories.

But, doesn’t this take more time?
• Yes...and it leads to more effective action plans.
• Taking the time at this stage also increases motivation 

and investment in the plan.



Facilitation of Phase 3
Option 1

• Take a narrative statement and ask yourselves as a group why you 
think that’s happening.  If you ask “WHY” enough, the theory is you 
arrive at one of the six causal theories.

Our Preferred Option
• The six causal theories are completely interrelated and cannot be 

isolated (Chandler, 2013).  Take a narrative statement and consider 
how each (if appropriate) causal theory both positively and negatively 
contributes to the issue.  Prioritize and confirm the relationship 
(additional data needed) between what you hypothesize and reality. 
These are the issues that need to be resolved.



Example – Causal Theories
Narrative Statement:
Only 20% of students with IEPs passed the 4th grade M-Step writing 
test.

○ Students – Lack skills needed to reach high level of writing performance.
○ Teachers – Don’t believe that students with IEPs can reach high levels of performance.
○ Leaders – No expectation for teaching all students to high levels of performance.
○ Curriculum – There are two curricula.  One for general education and one for special 

education.  There is a difference in rigor between the two curricula.
○ Instruction – Best practices are tied to the respective curricula.  General education 

teachers are using different instructional strategies (aligned to curricular targets) than 
those used in isolated special education classrooms.

○ Infrastructure – There is no time (during regular school days, professional development 
days, etc.) for general and special education teachers to collaborate on writing instruction.



Action Planning
Once we have used multiple data points to confirm our causal theories, 
we can move into action planning with confidence.

Effective action plans include the following:
• Alignment to the identified problem (specific/targeted)
• Clear outcomes
• Common understanding of what successful implementation will 

look like (success criteria)
• Routine, data-driven monitoring
• Clear identification of roles and responsibilities
• Projected timelines



Action Planning

Utilize planning template to determine actionable sequence 
of steps to implement, monitor, and adjust plan based upon 
continuous data-based improvement process.



Blueprint Leader 
Competencies
In what ways will leaders need to 
leverage Achievement, Impact & 

Influence, and/or Conceptual 
Thinking to effectively lead Phase 3?



What’s the Big Picture?
1. Utilize the Collaborative Learning Cycle to create a space for careful 

examination of multiple measures of data (perception, demographic, 
achievement, process).

2. Generate narrative statements.

3. Establish causal theories aligned to data. 

4. Test/confirm causal theories with data.

5. Create and implement meaningful plans that will successfully impact 
student achievement and be the driving force behind our everyday work.

6. Continue the cycle by monitoring the plan and adjusting as necessary.



Debriefing
● How did you do?
● What did you notice?
● What did you experience as a facilitator/leader? As a 

participant?
● What connections can you make to the leadership 

competencies (Achievement, Impact & Influence, 
Conceptual Thinking)?

● What support might you need to effectively lead data 
conversations using this protocol?



Session Outcome:
Identify what it looks like to install effective data 
conversations at scale



Taking it to Scale

• Whether you are using the CLC at the district, building, or 
classroom level, the protocol remains the same.

• The people involved change depending on context.
• The data sets, and the scale of the data being reviewed, 

would also change depending on context (i.e. district 
teams would review data across buildings, while 
buildings might review data across a department and 
teacher teams would look at data across a grade level).



Taking it to Scale

Watch: Bruce Wellman video
• To what extent are you engaging in data conversations at each of the 

following levels?
○ District
○ Building
○ Teacher Collaborative Teams
○ Teacher to Student
○ Student to Student

• What might be your next step?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GJshzbwm_Ng


Taking it to Scale
● What Blueprint tools support the use of data 

conversations at scale?
● How do these tools encourage the use of multiple 

measures (achievement, demographic, process, and 
perception) of data at scale?
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Follow the MI Excel Statewide Field Team on Social Media

Twitter - @Blueprint_SWFT

Facebook - MI Excel Blueprint Professional Learning

Instagram - @blueprint_swft
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