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[bookmark: _Toc313449997]Chapter 1
The Local Connection: Building a Data Use Learning Community
[bookmark: _Toc313449998]Introduction
The goals of the National Reporting System for Adult Education (NRS) include the creation of a national set of data on the Federal adult education and literacy program to demonstrate its effectiveness. The data local programs and states collect help meet this goal by providing information on the characteristics of adult education students, their attendance, their learning, and other outcomes. To help ensure the success of the NRS, one of the key strategies of the Department of Education’s Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) has been to promote the use of data at all levels to demonstrate program effectiveness, assist management, and promote program improvement. To this end the NRS support project has worked with states through technical assistance and training to assist them in collecting quality data and to foster use of these data at the state and local levels. An underlying assumption has been that when staff use data, its quality will improve: Staff will use and value what is valuable to them.
 Training efforts of the NRS support project have included the development of data analysis tools, direct training, and train-the-trainer approaches that help state staff implement data use activities within local programs. The Local Connection: Building a Data Use Learning Community continues this effort, but enhances this approach by providing specific strategies to states to increase motivation among program staff to use data. This guide uses a “community of learners” model as an organizing framework to promote data use, foster communication on data, and sustain a culture of data use at the local level. 
[bookmark: _Toc313449999]Uses of NRS Data
NRS data serve many purposes at all levels of the adult education system. At the Federal level, OVAE uses data to demonstrate to Congress and other federal audiences the effectiveness of the adult education program, describe the students it serves, and describe the services the program provides. NRS data also inform OVAE staff about state performance, shape policy issues, help identify states in need of technical assistance, and provide the information needed for state performance incentive awards. States have similar uses for NRS data, not only to meet their own accountability needs and inform state audiences but to measure local performance as well. Many states have performance-based funding, and like OVAE, use data to identify local programs in need of technical assistance and to reward good performance. At the local level, the use of NRS data is more varied and less widespread. However, local programs use data to monitor their progress toward performance goals, to manage their program and identify areas for improvement, and to meet their reporting and accountability requirements.
The implementation of the NRS has been a success in terms of the widespread use and value of the data it produces. At the national level, NRS data have filled a serious gap in information about the purpose and value of adult education, and other national programs have adopted aspects of the NRS approach (e.g., the Labor Department, Head Start). The adult education program received the rarely given rating of “effective” by the Office of Management and Budget’s PART process, partly due to the data available from the NRS. At the state level, many agencies have reported that NRS data have helped them monitor programs by providing a framework and benchmarks of effectiveness that have improved the quality of services at the local level. The data tools and training provided through the NRS support project have assisted states in these efforts.
While the use of data has certainly become more widespread since the NRS began, use of NRS data at the local level has been more uneven and difficult to implement. Past NRS workshops have included a short session on rolling out the principles of the training to local staff. We know, however, that promoting the local use of data has been a challenge for states. Yet, the understanding and use of data is most critical at this level. Local staff collect the data and have the most impact on its quality and use. Local staff also arguably have the most to gain from using data because it can be an invaluable source of information for program management and improvement efforts.
[bookmark: _Toc313450000]Community of Data Use Learners: Making the Local Connection
Local implementation of data use depends in large part on the conditions within the state, differences in state data systems, availability of analysis tools and resources, and the ability to train local staff. These variations result in widespread differences among the states and even within a single state. To implement effective data use of NRS data at the local level, local staff need:
An organizational framework through which staff can organize activities;
Motivation to use data;
Training and professional development on how to use data;
Tools for conducting data analyses; and 
Ongoing communication and interaction among local staff around data.
In this guide, we offer the community of learners approach to professional development as the framework for promoting data use at the local level. A professional learning community is a group of teachers, administrators, and other staff that meets regularly, reviews practice, asks questions, and focuses on learning, then uses this learning to implement program improvement. The group’s main purpose is to enhance members’ practice and the delivery of services to students.
The community of learners concept is a professional development approach that comes from the field of organizational development and then was adapted for the K–12 school reform movement. We further adapt the approach to adult education as a way to improve the use of NRS data at the local level. Like school reform efforts, promoting the use of NRS data focuses on providing professional development to help educators make programmatic improvements that ultimately will make teaching and learning more successful. For the NRS, the data use learning community focuses on collaborative efforts to promote professional development around using data and on applying that knowledge to program management and improvement.
There are several definitions of learning communities (see text box and example from California) and ways to implement them. The approach in this guide is to consider the motivations and barriers among local program staff that affect data use, demonstrate how the learning community approach can provide motivation and training to overcome the barriers, and then offer a roadmap for how states can implement and sustain data use learning communities using NRS data tools and training approaches. Exhibit 1-1 illustrates the essential elements of a data use learning community. 


	A Community of Learners: Definitions

	A purposeful gathering of individuals who share common interests and goals for learning, improvement, or professional development. Individuals within the learning community are committed to supporting one another’s and their group’s development (NSDC, 2001).
A way to transform personal knowledge into a collectively built, widely shared, and cohesive professional knowledge base (Wikipedia).
Teachers and administrators participating in and fostering a culture of continuous inquiry and improvement. They meet regularly, ask questions, focus on learning and sharing their learning, and implement changes based on their new learning (Astuto et al., 1993).
A school in which…teachers and administrators continuously seek and share learning to increase their effectiveness for students and then act on what they learn. (Hord, 1997).


Motivation for using data. With all of the demands on local staff, from intake to instruction to tracking students, using data is often not a priority. There may be a lack of motivation to use data due to staff perceptions that data are not helpful, a lack of reward structure, and a lack of leadership. Other barriers include little or no access to data by local staff, and a lack of training and understanding of data analysis. The community of learners approach can enhance motivation through group teamwork, shared leadership and decision-making, building a sense of meaningful and effective use of data among staff, and providing a formal means for rewards and recognition.
Reflection and professional development. The learning community provides a forum through which local staff can meet regularly to review and discuss data, learn about practices and perceptions underlying the data, reflect on their own practice, and brainstorm solutions. Group members can use meetings to assess each other’s knowledge and needs, evaluate their data quality, and consider how state goals and requirements fit into activities. Most of all, the learning community is a vehicle for reflection and shared learning among staff members around data and practice.
Training and data tools. Most local staff have little or no training, and little experience, with using data. Staff may even be afraid or hostile toward data. Likewise, in many programs staff do not have tools for analyzing data even when they are motivated and have some understanding. The learning community creates an opportunity to provide direct training on data topics and to have staff learn from each other. Group members can also explore possible data tools and learn how to use them. The NRS training and data tools are a valuable resource for both training and data use. The challenge is to identify and select the appropriate tools and promote their use.
Ongoing communication. Many professional development approaches, after an initial burst of enthusiasm and activity, gradually fade away, as people become busy and return to their normal activities. Sustaining a learning community requires ongoing contact, communication, and interaction among members. The interaction can not only keep group members focused and committed, but provide an opportunity to provide recognition to group members and publicize the group’s work. Publicity helps recruit other members and provides motivation through public recognition for the good work the group does. With the growth of electronic media and prevalence of distance learning approaches such as Webinars, online classes, Websites, and other communicative technologies, it is easier than ever before to maintain ongoing communication. Understanding and harnessing this technology, however, is another challenge to the group.
[bookmark: _Toc313450371]Exhibit 1-1. Essential Elements of a Data Use Learning Community
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[bookmark: _Toc313450001]Organization of the Guide
In this guide, we discuss in detail how to develop, implement, and sustain a professional learning community focused on using NRS data. The guide covers each of the components outlined in Exhibit 1-1 to assist states in establishing learning communities, and explains how this approach enhances motivation to use data among local staff. We also review in detail training approaches and all of the available NRS data training and tools that can support the work of a data use learning community. The guide provides a detailed look at information technologies available to support ongoing communication to sustain the learning communities over time and offers guidance on how to select and use these technologies.


	A California Community of Learners

	In 2006 the Martinez Adult Education (MAE) program in Martinez, California launched a learning community (LC) made up of intradepartmental staff that focused on improving the outcomes of students with learning disabilities. Over the past two years the LC developed and implemented a plan that involved conducting workshops and training events for all staff during several points in the year; visiting other program sites for ideas; compiling information and resources in a library based on Web-based research and participation in listservs; and presenting their work at local conferences.
The impact of the LC has been very positive to-date. Staff from across the program are working together to a greater degree, more focused on addressing the needs of students with learning disabilities, and adjusting their instruction accordingly. Further, learning disability issues are now consistently being addressed in regularly scheduled department staff meetings and integrated into program tools teachers use to assess their students. And, as a result, they proudly report persistence and completion rates among students across classes have increased.


A California Community of Learners (continued)
	Increase in Completion Rates,
by class:
	Increase in Persistence Rates,
by class:

	ASE Low – 2%
ASE High – 23%
ESL Advanced 15%
ESL Int. Low 20%
ESL Beg High 23%
	ASE Low 1.5%
ASE High 16%
ESL Beg. High 5.5%
ESL Int. Low 11%
ESL High 10%
ESL Adv. 5%


Chapter 2, Motivation: Building a Data Use Learning Community, discusses the challenge of motivating local staff to use data. It reviews the personal and structural barriers that inhibit local staff understanding and use of data, and discusses some of the ways to motivate staff. We then describe the characteristics of communities of learners, their purpose, and how such groups can provide the motivation and structure for promoting data use and organizing professional development activities around data.
In Chapter 3, Building a Community of Learners Through Data Use, we review the activities involved in establishing data use learning communities. We begin by underscoring the importance of local program control in establishing and guiding learning communities and then describe four steps in the development process. After first reviewing data and assessing data quality and staff issues, local staff decide on an improvement strategy and begin its activities. We also describe the state’s role in supporting this process: helping establish the learning communities, providing tools and resources for data analysis and group interaction, and holding local programs accountable for accomplishment. 
After the community is established, members need training and tools for conducting data analysis. In Chapter 4, Implementing and Sustaining: Tools for Training, Analysis, and Community Building, we address these topics in detail. We begin with an overview of methods the community can use to provide training on using data to its members, and continue with a review of existing NRS data tools and training. We organize this information by the functional use of data, such as monitoring, performance management, and program promotion. The chapter ends with a discussion of the importance of ongoing communication in sustaining the learning community over time and reviews how many of the new communication and technology tools can serve this purpose. The chapter provides guidance on selecting the appropriate data and communication tools to meet the needs of the data use learning community.
The guide concludes with Chapter 5, Putting it All Together: The State as Catalyst. This chapter emphasizes the importance of the state in establishing learning communities and provides a brief summary and overview on developing a state plan for building and sustaining data use learning communities.
[bookmark: _Toc313450002]Guide Within the NRS
This guide is the ninth in a series of guides designed to assist States in implementing the NRS and using NRS data to promote program improvement. The NRS project staff at the American Institutes for Research developed all of these guides through OVAE‑funded projects that support the NRS. This guide references several other earlier guides, and readers interested in more information on specific topics should consult these guides: NRS Data Quality, Using NRS Data, Learning To Be an NRS Data Detective, Data Monitoring, Desk Monitoring, Developing Report Cards, Developing an NRS Data System, and Guide to Improving and Sustaining Data Quality. Visit the NRS project Website (http://www.nrsweb.org/pubs/#trainingGuides) to obtain copies of these resources. The Website also has training materials for this and all previous guides.
Chapter 1 The Local Connection: Building a Data Use Learning Community
Chapter 1 The Local Connection: Building a Data Use Learning Community


[bookmark: _Toc313450003]Chapter 2
Motivation: Building a Data Use
Learning Community
Few people would disagree that knowledge and good information will help inform management and decision-making in adult education programs. Like all educators, adult education professionals are curious about how things work and what they can improve to help students achieve their goals and improve their lives. Knowing how a program works, the characteristics of students, how much they attend and persist, and what they learn and accomplish can help teachers and staff gauge their effectiveness and make informed decisions for program improvement. Quality data can provide this information when staff know how to access and use it.
Recognizing the importance of data and having the desire to use it effectively, however, will not necessarily result in actually using data, any more than knowing that eating healthy foods is good for you will result in a better diet. Many teachers and staff have little interest in data and fail to see the value or relevance. Even when staff know they should pay more attention to data they may still lack the knowledge and motivation to do so. In this chapter we discuss ways to build and sustain motivation for using data among local staff. We begin with an overview of some of the most common causes of low motivation and ways to overcome these barriers, and then summarize common motivational strategies and activities that help build motivation. Concluding this chapter is an explanation of how establishing a community of learners can build and sustain motivation for data use, and promote professional development.
[bookmark: _Toc313450004]Identifying Barriers to Using Data
Using data is not usually an activity that comes naturally. When confronted with the task of reviewing and analyzing data, reactions typically range from indifference to avoidance. Especially among teachers, who are overburdened and sometimes resentful of the collection and use of data, there can be outright hostility toward data. In developing a plan to build a community of data users, understanding the resistance and barriers to data use is a necessary first step in planning ways to overcome them. We identify two basic types of barriers. Personal barriers are attitudes, fears, and motivations about using data. Structural barriers are the systems and other external conditions that influence whether staff use data.
[bookmark: _Toc313450005]Personal Barriers
Personal barriers are those emotions and attitudes held by staff that affect their perception of data. In our experience, when we ask teachers and other local staff why they do not use NRS or other data, negative attitudes typically emerge. The most common response is likely to be “data don’t tell me anything.” Other answers might reflect a fear of data (” I have math phobia“) and lack of knowledge (“I don’t know what it all means,” “I don’t know how to use data.”) None of these answers is surprising, because people first have to learn the value of data and how to use it before they can value it. For teachers, this might be especially difficult. Teaching, like other learning professions, focuses on helping the individual and working with people in an interpersonal way. The world of data, which often includes deconstructing activities into numbers, is impersonal and removed from what teachers see and experience on a daily basis. Many teachers have their own personal metric for judging the effectiveness of their teaching—and this may differ from the metric of the state accountability system. Some teachers prefer to base decisions on experience and intuition, not on systematically collected data
As you work toward building a community of data use learners, it will pay to understand which of these barriers affect your local staff and how you can overcome them. The responses just described reflect both emotional factors and lack of knowledge. Fear of data often stems from prior negative experiences with math or using data. Believing that data do not offer valuable information may be due to the abstract, deconstructed nature of data or to the perception that data do not measure what teachers find important—standardized test scores, for example. Further, many teachers and administrators may react based on experiences in which data were used in a negative way toward them and their schools for political reasons. Test scores, dropout statistics, and other data are often used to highlight failures in education, which can make school staff suspicious and negative toward the use of data. 
Lack of understanding of data and how to use it are other barriers. Although this is changing as a result of accountability requirements, many local staff members still have little or no experience or training in interpreting data. Data tables seem uninterpretable, with little relevance to what goes on in classrooms. Without training, staff may fail to see what data offer and how data can help them.
In addition to individuals’ attitudes toward data, other barriers related to the overall climate of data use within a program also may inhibit data use. These barriers include a lack of support from other staff within the program and a lack of an organizing structure that promotes data use. Using data in a meaningful way is difficult for most people, and often requires collaboration and guidance on how to approach data—the questions to ask, data to use, and analyses to discuss. Even if staff are interested in using data, nothing will happen without the opportunity to collaborate with other staff and the resources to help them interpret the data. The few staff members who have ideas about data will not get very far without support from other staff.
 Lack of support for data use by a program or organization also inhibits motivation. Staff need time and resources to ask questions, pursue ideas, and examine data. Interest and curiosity will go nowhere in an environment that lacks institutional support, such as paid time for data review, meetings and discussions around data, and an outlet to present and discuss data observations and findings.
[bookmark: _Toc313450006]Structural Barriers
Structural barriers are the systems and external factors within a program that make using data difficult or impossible. The two largest of these barriers are poor data quality and lack of access to the data. When staff know or suspect that data are not valid they will not trust or value the data—and the issue of data use is precluded if your state data system allows local staff little or no access to data.
Having good data quality is an essential element to data use because without it, analyses will lack credibility and are likely to be wrong, incomplete, or misleading. Local staff are likely to be most attuned to issues of data quality because they are responsible for collecting data and will know the flaws and problems inherent in it. Poor data quality can result from several practices, including incorrect test administration, low pre-post test rates, poor goal-setting procedures, flaws in data entry, lack of quality control systems, and little or no data monitoring. Clearly, evaluating data quality is one of the first issues to address in establishing a data use culture. Chapters 3 and 4 of this guide discuss ways of assessing data quality and discuss the NRS guides available on these topics.
Access to data by local staff is also a basic hurdle to overcome. Staff members that are motivated and knowledgeable enough to consider using data will be frustrated without access, and the promise of using data will go nowhere. Most conducive to data use is when local staff has direct access to the data through pre-programmed or ad hoc reporting from the state database. If your state has a Web-based system with real-time data, direct access is possible and allows local staff to get the most recent data available for management and problem-solving. 
Data use is more difficult, but not impossible, without direct data access. If your state can provide data to local staff quickly in the format needed, data can be reviewed through spreadsheets and other analytic tools. The NRS project has developed analytic tools that make using data easy. As long as your local programs can get basic data tables directly or from the state, the tools developed through Data Detective and other NRS training can help.
[bookmark: _Toc313450007]Overcoming Barriers and Building Motivation
The common personal and structural barriers described above reveal that the failure to use data often stems from the perception that data do not provide useful information, a lack of administrative support and recognition for using data, and a lack of leadership to guide data use. Poor quality of data and limited data access also represent significant barriers. With an understanding of these barriers to using data we can begin to think about how to address them to create conditions within programs to overcome the barriers and enhance and sustain motivation. To guide this discussion, we turn to research in psychology and other social sciences for ideas on what is known about building interest and motivation.
Changing attitudes and behavior toward data is really no different than making other types of behavioral change. The fields of cognitive and social psychology have studied these issues for decades, and a substantial body of knowledge has been applied to such diverse fields as advertising, marketing, institutional change, training, and professional development. Most of the main principles are well known and can inform us about motivation to use data.
[bookmark: _Toc313450008]Making Meaning from Data
Having staff use data in a meaningful way is the most direct way to confront a perception that data does not provide useful information. Learning theory tells us that motivation is enhanced when people work on an activity they think is important, especially if they have some control over the content and work collaboratively with others. Under these conditions, learning is enhanced and positive attitudes develop. Learning itself is a powerful motivator, and much research shows that children and adults alike have a natural tendency to want to learn about and control their environment. In adult education, this desire translates to an interest in learning more about what helps students, how to teach better, and how to better run the program.
The challenge in taking advantage of this interest is to provide activities and situations in which using data becomes meaningful. Often, training in understanding and using data is first necessary, followed by an activity in which staff examine and discuss data. This approach itself can help improve negative attitudes once staff have the opportunity to review and reflect on data. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450009]Group Activities and Affiliation
Learning theorists stress the importance of group activities in learning. Cognitive psychologists have demonstrated that much learning can occur through social interaction that encourages individuals to deal with cognitive challenges—especially those that are just slightly above their current level of ability. Concepts develop and understanding deepens when people discuss and have meaningful interaction around a learning or problem-solving activity because people can collaborate to make connections, support each other, find solutions, monitor progress, and evaluate success.
Group activity also meets needs for social interaction and affiliation. People are inherently social and many of us enjoy being a part of a group, especially one that does good things. Harnessing motivation to use data through collaborative activity can be a powerful motivator in the service of promoting data use.
[bookmark: _Toc313450010]Shared Leadership and Decision-making
Groups need leadership, and strong leadership builds and sustains the motivation of group members. Leadership serves two important functions for a group: providing a vision and organizing group activities. When people see value and purpose in their activities they are more motivated to perform them. A vision that defines a higher purpose for work, such as improving the lives of students or becoming the best adult literacy program in the state, will inspire performance. Leadership provides direction and meaning, improving productivity and motivation within the group or organization.
There are several different styles of leadership, with varying degrees of effectiveness. Depending on the needs and context of the group and its activities, each style of leadership has its advantages, but in general, a leader who is responsive to the needs of the group, is flexible, and listens to others is most effective, especially with an activity such as using data. A leader who is authoritarian and not responsive to others is not likely to create the group climate needed to foster a culture of data use. A shared approach to leadership and decision-making often works best with collaborative activities because this type of leadership makes each staff member feel they can contribute to the group, their concerns are heard, and they are valuable to the team. Shared leadership builds a positive atmosphere within a group that is conducive to group learning and interaction.
[bookmark: _Toc313450011]Rewards and Recognition
Receiving a reward for an activity is the most basic way to motivate staff. To make program staff focus more on performance and data, for example, many states have tied funding to performance, and this approach can certainly work well. When programs face increased funding for good performance and reduced funding for poor performance, local staff will pay much more attention to data quality, and learn more about the meaning of data and how to use and manipulate it. States also frequently offer other types of rewards for performance and data use, such as recognition and personal rewards to staff. Public recognition for a job well done and for program excellence, for example, can be highly motivating to staff.
When thinking about the use of rewards as a motivator, it is worth considering the differences between extrinsic and intrinsic rewards. Psychologists tell us that the latter—rewards people get internally for their actions—are more effective than extrinsic rewards. With an external reward, the motivation and behavior is more likely to cease when the reward is gone. If funding is reduced or no longer tied to performance, for example, attention to and use of data may cease as well. With intrinsic rewards, the behavior itself becomes motivating because people get meaning and pleasure from the activity itself. For this reason, staff members who see data as important by itself—as a valuable activity that can provide them with useful information—are likely to sustain their data user. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450012]Sustaining Motivation and Learning: The Data Use Learning Community
We have briefly delineated the most common barriers and sources of resistance to using data and the motivational concepts that can be applied to help overcome these barriers. To establish a data use culture among local programs, states can benefit from a comprehensive approach that applies these motivational principles to establish and perpetuate learning about, and application of, data use. In K–12 education, the concept of a learning community has become popular as a means of providing professional development and implementing school reform efforts. We apply this approach to adult education for building a data use learning community.
There are many elements in the community of learners approach that make it a powerful method for building and sustaining a data use culture. The activities involved in building a community tap into affiliation needs through team work, offer shared leadership, build a sense of meaningful and effective use of data among staff, provide rewards and recognition, and enhance commitment. A community of learners is also an effective professional development mechanism that encourages personal reflection on practice, shares learning and problem-solving, and builds knowledge, which in turn further sustains motivation.
[bookmark: _Toc313450013]Definitions and Characteristics of Learning Communities
The concept of learning communities has been around for many years but first became widely popular in the 1990s through Pete Senge’s work on “the learning organization” (The Fifth Discipline). Senge’s work has had a profound influence on education, and the concept of professional learning communities has gained widespread acceptance as a vehicle both for professional growth of staff and systemic reform. There are several similar definitions of a professional learning community (see Chapter 1 and text box for examples), but all describe learning communities as teams that meet on a regular basis for the purposes of learning and problem solving. These teams operate with a commitment to the norms of continuous improvement.
Astuto, Clark, Read, McGree, & Fernandez (1993) offer the most useful definition for our purposes. They describe a professional learning community as a group of teachers and administrators participating in and fostering a culture of continuous inquiry and improvement. They meet regularly, review practice, ask questions, focus on learning and sharing their learning, and implement changes based on new learning. Their purpose, ultimately, is to enhance their practice and the delivery of services to students. Rosenholtz (1989) found that teachers who felt supported in their own learning and instructional practices were more committed and effective than teachers who did not have supports such as teacher networks for learning, sharing, and problem solving.


	Kansas Board of Regents Adult Education–Community of Learners

	The Adult Education office of the Kansas Board of Regents established a learning community of adult education instructors who were teaching math to ABE and ASE students and lacked a background in the subject. Their efforts began three years ago under a national leadership project to improve numeracy skills through professional development. 
The project began with two-day institutes supported by the state office for each team of adult education teachers to learn math content and instructional strategies, and to plan for the development and implementation of lessons. Implementation and reflection continued for eight months with periodic face-to-face meetings in which teachers shared their experiences and examined and evaluated student work. The first year ended with a two-day statewide meeting to discuss how teachers can use their new expertise to develop instruction for all strands addressed in the state math standards. Additionally, periodic regional meetings evolved into sustained mathematics professional development. Teachers make a year-long commitment to learning math and how to teach it. 
Initially, the institutes were facilitated by outside mathematics professionals; however, five teachers have since become facilitators of the institute and local group meetings. The facilitators and state staff continued to meet by videoconference, conference calls, and in person to plan and review content and discuss the local meetings. Also, online Websites and tools were established, along with an electronic discussion list.
Although the project began as a mathematics teacher professional development research project, the model for mathematics professional development has been sustained with the growth of learning communities, becoming the hallmark of the model. The main challenges with continuing the math local groups are how to best integrate new participants each year, encourage and develop new facilitators and leaders, and support the local groups financially.
The community of learners approach has shown success in improving student learning: in FY07 learners taught by a math learning community participant had a completion level of 74 percent compared to 61percent of learners who were taught by a non-participating teacher.
“The state office is very excited about what has happened with our math teachers! Especially the leadership that has developed among them and the strong resources they have become for each other. Originally, we had our doubts that it was possible to sustain this type of professional development with teacher-led facilitation based on the state’s previous efforts with study circles and other projects that had occurred before—we’re believers now!”


There is a good research base supporting the effectiveness of learning communities; the research has identified five key characteristics of learning communities’ impact (Hord, 1997). 
Supportive and shared leadership, in which administrators are willing to share authority and decision-making with staff (Prestine, 1993); 
Collective creativity, also referred to as inquiry or reflective dialogue (Louis & Kruse, 1995)—in which participants brainstorm and problem solve, applying new ideas in their practice and creating positive change; 
Shared values and vision, in which administrators and staff work together to develop a shared vision focused on student learning and use that vision to guide their practice (Isaacson & Bamburg, 1992); 
Supportive conditions, in which staff have optimal physical conditions for meeting as well as appropriate human capacities (Boyd, 1992; Louis & Kruse, 1995); and 
Shared personal practice, in which teachers engage in peer observation and collaborative problem solving (Louis & Kruse, 1995). 
We review each of these characteristics briefly as they apply to building a learning community for using data. Much of the research and thinking underlying these characteristics comes out of public schools reform efforts, but the general principles are universal to other types of organizations, including adult education programs. 
Supportive and shared leadership. A strong and influential leader is always needed in any type of change effort and to accomplish a meaningful task. In a community of learners approach, a leader is also important, but leadership must be shared and collegial. Studies of the characteristics of effective school leaders, for example, have found that they were willing to share authority, had the capacity to work with and facilitate staff work, and had the ability to participate without dominating (Prestine, 1993). A successful learning community requires a democratic leader who supports and encourages learning and enquiry.
Collective creativity. The writing on learning communities defines a learning organization as one where staff at all levels work collaboratively to discuss students, teaching, learning, and, we will add, data. Through these conversations, staff identify issues and problems, asks questions, and brainstorm about solutions. Participants learn from each other to problem solve and create improvements.
Shared values and vision. In a community of learners all participants jointly develop and agree on a vision that guides their work and learning. The vision focuses on program improvement—creating conditions within the program that foster better instruction and learning for students. The vision guides all aspects of the enquiry, learning, and application of learning, and takes precedence over the personal beliefs and ambitions of individual staff members. The implications of adopting the vision are that staff must change and adapt when new information comes to light about program improvement and enhanced instruction.
Supportive conditions. The need for supportive conditions refers to both the physical conditions and personal characteristics of the learning community members. Chief among supportive conditions is time. To be involved in a community of learners requires time for staff to get together, ponder data, uncover issues, and come up with solutions. The number of staff and their physical proximity also affects how they can collaborate. Many staff, spread across multiple sites, limits the type of interaction that is possible. Staff roles, lines of authority, and methods of communicating all affect how the community is implemented. In regard to data use, staff must also have the ability to access data and conduct analyses, as we discussed previously. In Chapter 4, we will present some electronic means of communication and interaction that can help create supportive conditions.
The characteristics of the people involved in the learning community also will affect its approach and effectiveness. There must be a willingness to self-reflect and make changes where needed, shared involvement in creating the vision, and a shared outlook and interest in program improvement. For data use learning communities, members with some knowledge of data and data analysis concepts will also aid the group’s effectiveness. Due to these personal factors, many efforts at establishing learning communities begin with a small group of volunteers who are interested in the approach and include some explicit learning about the topics being addressed. 
Shared personal practice. A community of learners approach includes peer learning, where teachers share their practice directly and through observation of other teachers with the goal of improving their practice. For this to work, there must be mutual trust and respect among teachers so that they are open and honest about their work and do not feel threatened or demeaned by other staff. There must be a willingness to be open about failures as well as successes among staff. Applied to a data use learning community, shared practice means teachers and staff must be open to examination of activities that the data identify as effective or needing improvement and an openness to discussing practices with other staff and changing them as the data may indicate. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450014]Summary: Community of Learners, Barriers and Motivation
As the foregoing illustrates, establishing a data use learning community holds promise as a means to motivate local staff to use data, as a professional development vehicle, and as an approach to institutionalizing learning and program improvement around data. Exhibit 2-1 summarizes the personal barriers to using data, the motivators that may improve data use, and how a community of learners approach can overcome these barriers and build motivation among local staff.
[bookmark: _Toc313450372]Exhibit 2-1.
Personal Barriers to Data Use, Motivators,
and Community of Learner Characteristics
	Barrier to
Data Use
	Motivator
	Community of Learner Characteristic

	Fear and mistrust
	Meaningful interaction with data
Rewards, recognition
	Shared personal practice
Collective creativity
Shared values and vision

	Lack of knowledge 
	Meaningful interaction with data
Group collaboration
	Shared personal practice
Collective creativity

	Lack of support and structure
	Leadership, vision, organization around data
Recognition, rewards
Group affiliation
	Supportive and shared leadership
Supportive conditions in group


Fear, mistrust, and lack of knowledge about data are the main reasons staff do not use data. A lack of structure and support within programs also works against creating a positive climate for data use. When people engage in meaningful tasks, especially when they receive rewards and recognition, they may become strongly motivated to perform those tasks. Group collaboration on an activity may further enhance motivation by providing a means of support and meeting needs for affiliation. Leadership around data use can create the structure needed for data use by organizing activities and further rewarding and recognizing staff. 
Exhibit 2-1 also shows that the five characteristics of a community of learners can provide the motivation for data use and dissolve personal and cultural barriers. Shared proactive values, vision, and collective creativity offer a means to learn about data and work together on meaningful tasks. Shared and supportive leadership with supportive conditions within the group also provide the support and structure needed for effective use of data.
The structural barriers to data use—poor data quality and lack of access to data—require improvement in the data and data systems. Overcoming these barriers is also central to the success of a data use community of learners. In the next two chapters, we present the steps for establishing and sustaining an NRS data use learning community and review the NRS data tools available to help overcome structural barriers.
Chapter 2 Motivation: Building a Data Use Learning Community
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[bookmark: _Toc313450015]Chapter 3
Building a Community of Learners
Through Data Use
The community of learners concept was first developed in organizational development as a means of improving the business environment. The concept quickly moved into the education arena as a professional development approach to implement school reform efforts in the K–12 system. The characteristics of the approach make it equally applicable to adult education programs. Communities of learners, like school reform efforts, focus on making programmatic improvements to make teaching and learning more successful. Like the NRS, the approach is grounded in data: The process begins and is sustained by the community’s use and analysis of data. Exhibit 3-1 illustrates four steps in the process of building communities of learning, with both state and local roles. This chapter describes the processes involved in establishing a community of learners in your state by reviewing these steps. Chapter 4 provides additional information on tools and approaches you might choose for implementing and sustaining the community.
[bookmark: _Toc313450373]Exhibit 3-1. Steps for Building A Community of Data Use Learners
	ROLE
	Step #1
Review Data and Plan
	Step #2
Begin community Through Data
	Step #3
Determine Activities, Measures, and Drivers
	Step #4
Assess and Share Data on Progress

	Local Role
	Review data 
Determine priority
Make initial plans
	Involve other stakeholders
Collect data (e.g., survey students, teachers)
	Plan activities
Determine measures
Agree on drivers
	Examine measures
Survey participants
Share successes and improvements

	State Role
	Convene locals
Provide tools, samples, support, and accountability
	Provide resources
Provide tools, samples, support, and accountability
	Provide technology or other resources
Provide tools, samples, and accountability
	Convene locals
Provide tools, samples, support, and accountability
Provide rewards


Notice two things: the approach is data driven at every stage and it is bottom up. Local program staff should lead the process and make the decisions on goals and activities. Ideally, there is little to no interference from the state. Rather, the entire process begins with data exploration by the community participants (e.g., local administrators, teachers, and other relevant stakeholders invited to participate) on the assumption that, given the time to review the right data, the community will appropriately determine what the priorities of the group should be. Further, by allowing maximum self-direction, the community becomes more engaged in the process because they create and define it. The motivational processes described in Chapter 2 begin to work when the community is self‑directed.
The importance of self-direction cannot be emphasized enough. However, in some circumstances the state may want or need to put parameters around the communities. If necessary, the state should do so in a way that still allows the community to use the data to develop objectives and action plans. For example, the state may decide that the data is so poor that examining the data cannot be done in a meaningful way and then ask local staff to focus on improving data quality in the first two years. The state would then show the community the data and have them explore ways in which the data are poor and through that process have the communities pick out an area of data quality in which to focus (e.g., timely and complete assessment entries, student attendance data). Having said that, the state may find that allowing any topic that has broad appeal (e.g., goal setting) may be a faster way to improve data quality. Alternatively, the state may want to limit participation or begin with a pilot group first before rolling out the idea within the entire state by selecting a subset of local participants who get small grants to support the activities over the first two years and then selecting a new group to start up in the second year.
Defining who exactly will be involved is only the first step for the state. For example, the state might consider beginning with local administrators only and having all the administrators come together for Step 1. At later stages, states may allow or even encourage local groups to add representatives of other stakeholders, such as teachers and students, into their local learning community.
[bookmark: _Toc313450016]Step 1. Review Data and Plan
In this first step, the state convenes a group of local directors who have an interest in forming a data use learning community in their program. Depending on the resources available (e.g., staffing and time) and goals, the shape, makeup, and number of communities the state wants to start with will vary. To determine what would be best for your state, consider who, how many, and where you will focus you efforts. 
Who? Consider whether you should recruit community of learner members who are particularly motivated, represent a struggling program, or are both very motivated and represent a struggling program. Also, consider whether you will use an existing group in your state that already deals with data issues.
How many? Depending on your resources, the interest of possible members, and the need you have to resolve identified issues and your corresponding overarching goals, you can pilot one community, a few, or several communities. For example, you may want to pilot one community of learners this year and then launch additional communities of learners the following year. Or if the issue your program faces is isolated enough, facilitating one community may be sufficient. You may also want to require that each program take part in a community of data use learners as a state-wide initiative.
Where? Consider whether you should establish a community of learners based on a particular geographical area, program size (large vs. small programs), or density of population (urban vs. rural). If you represent a larger state, you may want to organize communities by geography, making it possible to meet in person more frequently. However, if local rural programs across your state are having difficulties collecting follow-up data because students are spread widely across a county and other students are migrant workers, it may be better to bring them together as a community rather than split them into regions.
After you have identified local programs, the participants come together to review their data, determine their initial priority area, and make initial plans for moving forward with a community of learners.
	“On your mark, get set, go!”

	Pennsylvania received an Even Start initiative (SEQUAL) grant in 2000 that had a component requiring program improvement through data use, but few guidelines were provided; local agencies simply were charged to look at data and think about what they meant. However, in 2001 the state decided to take a more proactive approach to the program improvement initiative. The holder of the grant began by assessing programs using, among other things, the Statewide Evaluation Collaborator’s Survey. In analyzing the data collected by this assessment, the state determined that collaboration between agencies and other local programs was important for program improvement, yet was not happening to an extent that would produce results. With a goal of creating a standard of collaboration, the state chose 14 programs that were strong and would be able to take on added work, and provided them with the framework that they were to use; subsequently, more states were added each year.


[bookmark: _Toc313450017]Review Data
Although many at the state level are accustomed to reviewing NRS data regularly, those at the local level probably are less accustomed to doing so. The goal of Step 1 is to provide the local administrators an opportunity and the tools with which to look at their programs using NRS data. Pulling administrators away from the office for a few days for a state conference on building communities of learners, for example, may be an effective way to support and get administrators to prioritize this opportunity.
The NRS project has developed a number of tools to assist this process, described in Chapter 4. For example, the NRS Data Detective materials provide state and local Excel tables and graphs that are relatively easy to populate, and the training may be easily adapted by the state for use at the local level (in fact, several states have already done so). Although groups should not feel limited to using NRS data, there is enough information within the NRS data to identify areas of strength and areas needing improvement. 
A good place to start is to encourage local staff to examine the key NRS outcome measures. Are students in the program making NRS level and other gains? Are they entering and retaining employment? Are they receiving a postsecondary credential? Are they entering postsecondary education? Which types of students are succeeding? In the next chapter, we will return to this issue and discuss the NRS data tools that can assess data quality, MIS issues, and data collection flow process. Exhibit 3-2 illustrates a sample assessment of local data quality and use. The example includes indirect methods, such as data from the state MIS, feedback from reviews, and unprompted questions asked during meetings and phone calls; and information from direct methods such as discussions with staff or reviews of policies and procedures.


[bookmark: _Toc313450374]Exhibit 3-2. Sample Program Self-Assessment
	Issue Areas
	Indirect Methods to Assess Program: NRS Data and System
	Indirect Methods to Assess Program: Feedback from Events
	Indirect Methods to Assess Program: Unprompted Questions
	Direct Methods to Assess Program

	Data Quality: Data Systems and Error Checks
	Data is not consistent on follow-up (number should be higher).
	Error checks in MIS now catching everything but follow-up. MIS needs a new error check. 
	Programs report not knowing how best to enter follow-up data.
	MIS specialist reports that logic to generate follow-up data is flawed and needs to be adjusted. Training will be necessary for programs once the change is complete.

	Data Quality: Policies and Procedures 
	Follow-up data entry procedure not clear.
	Programs consistently ask how they should best follow-up with their students and when.
	Program representatives struggle with goal setting because they fear the problems with tracking their progress once they complete since they have a faulty follow-up process.
	Data specialists representing a range of programs explain that often they start seeking follow-up data too late to enter on a timely basis.

	Data Use: Knowledge of Program
	Since the data on follow-up is not complete, it is not possible to know how well students are progressing after leaving the program.
	Program representatives do not talk about program success in aggregate since their data is inaccurate.
	Programs do not know which students and how they fare once they leave the program except for anecdotal evidence and the limited data they have.
	Based on the core outcomes, programs know the least about their students who had a goal to continue with post-
secondary education.


Exhibit 3-2. Sample Program Self-Assessment (continued)
	Issue Areas
	Indirect Methods to Assess Program: NRS Data and System
	Indirect Methods to Assess Program: Feedback from Events
	Indirect Methods to Assess Program: Unprompted Questions
	Direct Methods to Assess Program

	Data Use: Monitoring of Implementation and Practices
	Found that program is not able to identify individual students by goal for follow-up via their MIS.
	Heard ideas from other programs on how to do it.
	In preparation for their review.
	N/A

	Performance Management
	Program is not able to identify individual students by goal for follow-up via their MIS.
	Most programs can’t use the data since it is incomplete. There are a few that have instituted their own procedures and they have used their data to change follow-up practices. 
	Programs think the goal they have the hardest time with is helping students get placed into postsecondary programs, but are not sure to what degree.
	Programs with effective procedures for follow-up have set when to start gathering follow-up data—not right before they are to report it.

	Program Promotion
	Not able to aggregate follow-up data to talk about their program.
	Not able to aggregate follow-up data to talk about their program.
	Not able to aggregate follow-up data to talk about their program.
	Programs that have instituted their own follow-up policy have been successful in aggregating their data and using it for resource development.


[bookmark: _Toc313450018]Determine Initial Priority
After the local administrators have reviewed their data and perhaps gone through training on data use, they are ready to begin answering the question, what is the one area in which you would like to focus? Since the agenda of the community of learners should be data driven, the state might further facilitate the process by providing some kind of score sheet or self-assessment rating tool (for example, think of health questionnaires that are assessing your risk for heart disease or other illnesses that ask you to answer questions, and each answer is weighted and then totaled for a score, which you then compare to levels of risk). See the tool that accompanies this guide for an NRS example, available on NRSWeb (http://www.nrsweb.org). The state might also provide worksheets that explain the process of having the locals outline and share with others both their strengths and areas for improvement. 
If the state, for example, held a conference with local administrators and had them all review their data and share their areas of greatest strength and weaknesses, then the next step would be to facilitate a discussion of what one to three goals they should collectively set for the next two years. Then, local administrators would be asked to develop communities of learners that address one of these areas. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450019]Make Initial Plans
With the field of all possible priorities narrowed, the locals can next address how they will build their community of learners after they return to their programs. Who will they invite to the table and what data will they collectively review? What is their timeline for moving forward and what constraints, if any, will they put on their learning communities? Also, how will they hold the group accountable? For example, will they ask the group to develop annual achievement goals? What will the state provide to support their activities (e.g., technology, grants)? Another important component is to begin to think about drivers that will help the learning community prioritize its activities over other activities (see section on Drivers on page 25). For example, having representatives present quarterly on their progress at high-level meetings may be an effective driver.
[bookmark: _Toc313450020]Step 2. Begin Community Through Data
When administrators return to their programs, they are tasked with getting the community up and running, which includes inviting a broader array of stakeholders to review data and go through the process he or she just underwent. Step 2 may also include collecting additional data and then facilitating the review of the comprehensive approach. Locals conduct this step and all subsequent steps in the community of learner approach—local direction is fundamental to the success of the community of learners approach. However, the state remains involved by providing resources and tools and by holding the group accountable, as Exhibit 3-1 shows. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450021]Involve Other Stakeholders
The local administrator next convenes a group of stakeholders, including administrators, teachers, students, and others likely to be most interested in the selected priority area, to form an initial community and review and discuss the data together. Assuming that the group is in agreement that there are issues revealed by the data that can and should be addressed, they agree to form a community of learners. It may be helpful to draft a charter at this point that explains why the group is convening and the anticipated goals and roles of members.
To determine which teachers, administrators, or other local staff to include in the community of learners, consider whether you should recruit staff members who are particularly motivated, and members who know a lot about using data, know little, or both. Also consider whether to use an existing group in your state that already deals with data issues, such as a local users’ group. Try to include NRS data staff and teachers. Others who may have a vested interest can be asked to volunteer, especially if their jobs are related to the goal of the target community, and if they have the potential to be motivated to use data. 
The community of learners approach may not suit everyone and local program staff might begin with a small group of volunteers that express interest. The program director might begin by announcing the establishment of a learning community, set up a meeting, and let those interested show up. When the community of learners is in place, the work of learning and sharing can begin.
[bookmark: _Toc313450022]Collect Data
Rather than simply moving forward to establish activities at this point, programs may want to encourage staff to seek out additional information, particularly from the ultimate stakeholder—he student. Interview students depending on the topics chosen as the priority areas. If student retention is one of the topic areas, then interviewing students may be helpful, for example. However, if the topic area is teacher retention, then the target interviewees are naturally the teachers. 
	“And they are off!”

	While Pennsylvania was still setting the foundation for SEQUAL, agencies were told in which area they were to work on program improvement. However, it soon became apparent that agencies were ready to make their own decisions about where their program would most benefit from improvement. In 2007, with state support, communities of learners were implemented locally at each family literacy program across the state.
In one particular case, members of the community of learners at the adult education program at Tuscarora IU 11-Mifflin County noticed that instructors had difficulty using scientifically based reading research strategies without compromising the contextualization of the class. The group’s vision was to use these techniques while maintaining a student-centered classroom. They began by holding a focus group of students in the program, which helped them to determine that increased vocabulary and comprehension skills would be the focus of their work as they proceeded.


The state’s role during this stage is to provide tools, such as those presented in the training that accompanies this guide, including examples or models of surveys, interviews, and focus groups. States may also provide access to an online survey system for any local to access and use.
In addition, the state may have data from previous surveys that, once disaggregated, may be useful to local administrators. Look at data you have collected during state-led activities with your programs, including training events (e.g., feedback forms), monitoring visits (e.g., responses to interview questions), performance reviews, and the like. Might these data be useful to locals, too?
[bookmark: _Toc313450023]Review Data
In addition to collecting data, the community of learners must take the time to review new data and integrate it with the existing data. Further review and analysis of the data may be facilitated by an administrator, a data manger from the local program or the state, or led by a member of the community of learners. Any review and analysis of data in the community should involve training of staff to increase their comfort level with data analysis and use. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450024]Step 3: Determine Activities, Measures, and Drivers
After the communities have a strong grounding in the data about their program in the priority area, the next step is to determine how the program might be best improved. Thus, the group needs to plan activities to address the issues revealed in the data, determine measures that will assess progress, and agree on what the key drivers of the group will be.
[bookmark: _Toc313450025]Plan Activities
Given what the community has learned, what activities should the group undertake to begin to improve the program? Some questions to consider during this process include whether the activities:
Must be rectified: Are there any activities that must be put in place to address issues over which your program could lose funding or resources if not rectified?
Are systemic: Which activities, if completed, would have the broadest impact or would automatically resolve others?
Have breadth: Which activities are being faced by more than one program or classroom?
Addresses a new policy direction: Which activities will help you respond to a new policy?
Will motivate people to change: In which activities have program staff or teachers expressed a particular interest in participating? 
Can be accomplished within a reasonable time (e.g., two years): Which activities could produce a measurable change within two years (the time during which the majority of members of a community will most likely remain) when addressed?
Can achieve a related sub-goal early on: Which activities can be broken down into smaller steps, some of which could be accomplished earlier on, thereby maximizing motivation among a community of data learners?
For example, if the focus of your overarching goal is improving assessment, members in a community of learners could set a range of activities, some of which could include improving intake procedures, selecting a more appropriate assessment for students, and adjusting classes to improve the likelihood that students will stay long enough to take the posttest. On the other hand, if you find that your programs or classrooms are all having problems with their data quality but that the issues causing their problems are different, you may decide to make the overarching goal broadly focus on data quality and have the activities that focus on data and data use specifically.
[bookmark: _Toc313450026]Determine Measures
When thinking about who will benefit it is helpful to think in terms of your overall expected program outcomes and the data and program processes you and your communities will use. And when thinking about how you will know you reached your goals, be specific. For example, how will you know whether you improved your pre- and posttesting process? You might measure success by a specified decrease in the number of pretests given before 12 hours of seat time, an increase in the number of students pretested shortly after 12 hours of class, or a decrease in the number of posttests occurring outside the period allowed by your state assessment policy. Thinking through these specifics will help you determine how to measure your success and what it means to have succeeded. 
To develop measures, ask yourself a series of questions: Who will benefit from addressing these goals? How will they benefit from addressing your goals over time? And how will you know they benefitted from addressing your goals? 
Developing measures for your program’s overarching goal can be challenging depending on how broad of a focus you plan to take. For broader goals, you may select a few that reflect the diversity of your community with the hope that if one member is working on an aspect, another member will hear about it and adjust a similar component in their program if necessary and appropriate. Thus, while one member may be focusing on one area, s/he may be making improvements in other areas as well. For narrower goals, it may be easier to establish one or two measures and setting a benchmark based on the data you have on their programs or classrooms.
[bookmark: _Toc313450027]Agree on Drivers
With so many pressing tasks on everyone’s to-do list, what can you put on the calendar that will make all of your community members prioritize activities in the learning community? Drivers are external conditions that motivate staff to perform. For example, meetings are often drivers for people; work is done immediately prior to a scheduled meeting. But meeting can be missed, and if everyone is busy, the entire agenda can slip. Thus, it may be useful to set dates that cannot be changed. For example, the learning community may decide to hold a briefing with an important group in six months or a year. Or the group may hold a session at a conference that learning community members plan to attend. The advantage of drivers like these is that the timeline is not flexible. Choose carefully, however, because the activities will be driven by these events; if they are not the right drivers, the group may be wasting its time off-mission.
	“They’re moving ahead!”

	With the community of learners fully implemented at Tuscarora IU 11-Mifflin County, its members established a well-defined plan that included specific activities they would use and measurable indicators of success. Systemically, they began using anecdotal notes to record how lesson plans were received by students, and targeted professional development was planned to rectify the existing issue. They set criteria for success that included improved results on both informal and standardized assessments. The state-mandated driver—a conference in the spring where the program had to present a poster on the results of its efforts—helped to keep the community focused.


[bookmark: _Toc313450028]Step 4. Assess and Share Data on Progress
It may take a year or so for the community of learners to get started. The end of that period might be a good time to assess performance on the measures and see what participants in the learning community are doing Learning community assessments, such as those offered through the NRS training accompanying this guide are a useful tool to determine how well the group is functioning. Throughout the implementation and immediately after any data collection plan, report what you find to stakeholders and the state staff that have supported your efforts.
[bookmark: _Toc313450029]Examine Measures
Have a regular time to review the measures that the community has determined it will use to assess its progress. Always report out, even if only in a newsletter to participants, what was learned by that review of data. In the next chapter, we review ways to publicize programs using the latest technology.
[bookmark: _Toc313450030]Survey Participants
One of the best ways to assess progress at the early stages is to survey the community participants themselves, by asking them directly about impacts. It is not too early to look at the data on your measures and explore what impact, if any, the community has already had on the local program.
The state’s role again would be to provide tools, including model surveys (see NRS tools for an example). Similar to Step 3, if states have the ability to provide assistance in the survey administration (e.g., online), that provides significant additional support—and benchmarking capacity—to the communities. State also can help establish communication methods for the learning community.
	“They are going the distance!”

	The community of learners at Tuscarora IU 11-Mifflin County continues to meet on a monthly basis to discuss progress. This program year the community identified a new topic on which to focus—social capital—and members are working together to improve this second aspect of their program. Their success in program improvement was recognized by the state at the conference last spring.


[bookmark: _Toc313450031]Share Successes and Improvements
The learning community will constantly share information within itself, but it also needs to ensure that it shares results with external stakeholders–a significant part of a community of learners approach is to share results of your problem solving efforts. For example, ask members share their data, discuss the problems they have identified and tried to resolve, and ideally, present new data on the results of their efforts. The sharing gives the group further opportunities to contribute their ideas and collaborate. Regular “show and tell” meetings for the program staff can highlight data issues and engage all staff in conversations about program improvement, keeping data use at the forefront. Such regular publicity can also continue to attract new members to the community and foster its continued growth. 
After the community of learners has begun, continue to work on building and sustaining it by publicizing to the rest of the staff what the group is doing. Present the goals, describe ongoing activities, and identify staff involved. Recruit new staff by inviting those who express interest to the next meeting.
A community of learners builds motivation among staff through its group efforts and by providing tangible rewards to individual members for their efforts. Recognition and rewards to both individuals and the team as a whole for their contributions is especially important because participation in a learning community requires extra time and effort beyond normal work. The state may also play a crucial role in the provision of rewards.
[bookmark: _Toc313450032]Conclusion
In this chapter, we described the stages and steps involved in developing a community of learners. In the next chapter we continue the discussion of implementing and sustaining the data use learning community by reviewing the training approaches and tools needed to help make the community of data use learners functional and effective.
Chapter 3 Building a Community of Learners Through Data Use
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[bookmark: _Toc313450033]Chapter 4
Implementing and Sustaining:
Tools for Training, Analysis and Community Building
The work of a community of learners includes reviewing data, engaging in professional development activities, and making data-based program improvements. In addition, the group has to establish a means of sustaining itself over time. Otherwise the community will fall apart after a few meetings are held and the first data analysis projects are completed.
In this chapter, we present the basic tools for training that data learning community members can use to conduct data analyses and sustain the group through ongoing contact. We begin with a review of training delivery systems and their advantages and disadvantages, and we summarize the NRS resources available for each delivery mode. We then discuss data analysis approaches, organized by data function, such as data quality analyses, performance management, and monitoring, and then summarize the NRS tools available in each area. The chapter concludes with a discussion of technological tools and how programs can use them to maintain contact and communication among group members to sustain the learning community. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450034]Training Delivery Systems
Essential to building and sustaining a learning community are opportunities for professional development and improvement through the sharing and implementation of learning. Training should build on prior knowledge and practice and also be relevant to the common needs and interests of the group. Training needs to respond to the values and commitments of the group and must to align with the group’s learning agenda and vision. Exhibit 4-1 shows the group’s learning agenda as central to decisions about professional development and demonstrates how various training deliveries can be used systematically in the cycle of knowledge building. Learning group members are encouraged to pursue the training they need, individually or collectively, that will help advance the groups’ agenda and vision.
[bookmark: _Toc313450375]Exhibit 4-1. Learning Agenda and Training Activities
for Data Quality and Data Use
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Training modes vary according to the independence or self‑directive nature of the learning involved. Time, funding, and other resources available to conduct and attend the training also are critical factors in deciding on the training delivery mode to offer. If there are already developed training workshops, materials, or Websites available on the topic, training may be easier than if new materials and approaches must be developed.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc313450035]Face-to-Face Training
A face-to-face training is typically more interactive, and often more enriching and engaging than other types of training. There are known benefits to face‑to-face communication that can be leveraged by a facilitator of a data use learning community to instill the perceived value of the community in its members and to sow the seeds for continuous interaction.
Some of the benefits of face-to-face training include:
Interpersonal contact, which helps to build and maintain relationships.
The ability to observe body language and non-verbal cues, which enhances communication.
Dialogue and presentations that are multi-sensory, to increase the depth and quality of knowledge sharing.
Immediacy, which allows trainees to respond right away to questions or to pose questions and raise concerns. 
Because of its ability to activate social networking, face-to-face training is the ideal tool for a facilitator to use to during the developmental stages of a data use learning community, at which time it is critical to develop a shared vision for the group and to establish buy-in and cohesion amongst the group members.
Additionally, the nature of face-to-face training makes this approach especially useful for sustaining a data use learning community. Face-to-face communication optimizes collective creativity, which is characteristic of an effective professional learning community. Face-to-face training increases the possible range of activities and exercises and meeting face-to-face can reduce isolation and promote connections among participants. Finally, face-to-face training can motivate and encourage learners in unique ways (e.g., show-and-tell meetings, sharing success stories, and celebrating successes with food). 
Despite the perks of meeting as a group in a face-to-face setting, there are some drawbacks that can make offering face-to-face training impractical. For groups that are spread across a wide geographic area, the expense of traveling to a central location, facility rental, lodging, and food and beverages may be too much to bear. Face-to-face trainings, because they are more interactive, generally require more time of the community members than other training approaches. Lack of meeting space or time may also be a concern for groups even when proximity is not an issue. Face‑to-face methods of training are best used for training that is not limited to the presentation of facts and that includes opportunities for collaboration, discussion, and decision-making. 
The NRS regularly provides face-to-face training for state directors of adult education and staff to inform states about NRS policies and to support data use and program improvement. The NRS approach to face-to-face training capitalizes on the communication benefits of this training style by blending presentation with facilitated small group work. If your learning community members want to consider this type of training on an NRS issue related to data quality or data use, all of the materials are available on NRSWeb: http://www.nrsweb.org/trainings/trainings.aspx.
NRS training is often project-based and focuses on the use of a how-to guide and data tool to analyze NRS data at the state and local levels (specific uses for NRS data tools will be explained later in this chapter). Participants are given worksheets, copies of the training presentation, and supplementary resources during the training. A facilitator’s guide to replicating this NRS training is also posted on the NRSWeb to guide trainers. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450036]Webinar Training
Some data use learning communities (within schools or agencies) will be localized and small enough that face-to-face meetings will occur more often and with less planning time and financial burden to the facilitators and members. Other learning communities, as a result of time, budgetary constraints, or distance, will not be able to meet in-person as frequently (if ever). A Webinar can be an effective training tool for community members when face-to-face training is not an option.

The term “Webinar” is short for Web-based seminar. Just like face-to-face training, Webinars are interactive in that they allow participants to give and receive information. Webinars make use of a Web browser for viewing a presentation and a telephone for voice communication. 
The major benefits of Webinar training are: 
The ability to reach a larger audience.
Reduction of cost.
Two-way communication and use of collaborative sharing tools (as opposed to a Web cast).
A webinar training can be recorded and made available to users for future viewing or sharing. The Webinar format allows for a range of activities, despite its obvious limitations for personalized interaction; for example, at the most basic level a Webinar can be used to share a PowerPoint presentation. However, advanced features like chatting and texting, whiteboard, screen-sharing, and polling can make a Webinar training interactive and engaging for a data use community. 
Sustaining engagement during Webinar training is one of the biggest challenges to using this approach. If participants are not familiar with the technology then they may not be able to use it to communicate effectively with the other group members. Also, when in the privacy of his or her office or home, someone on the phone may slip off to respond to an e-mail or have a chat with someone else nearby. If enough people participating in a Webinar succumb to distractions, then it may be challenging to maintain the energy of the discussion. For this reason, webinars are best suited for short, focused training where the emphasis is on the presentation of information and not interactivity between participants. However, with a bit of tech savvy a Webinar can afford many of the same opportunities for participant engagement as a face-to-face meeting; such activities include peer review and feedback sessions, peer coaching, and problem-solving sessions.
[bookmark: _Toc313450037]NRS Online Courses
An effective and relatively inexpensive way to provide training for a group of people in different areas and with busy schedules is through online courses. These types of courses have increased greatly in popularity in recent years with the growth of technology. Online courses also have become easier to design and implement.
The benefits of using online courses include the following:
Several online courses already exist on the NRS and data use on NRSWeb.
They are readily accessible through the Internet.
They can be done on learner’s own time and at their own pace.
Courses may supplement other training as pre- or post-training exercise
The NRS online courses on NRSWeb offer free and practical tools for providing continuing education on a topic of interest to a data use learning community. Because they are already available, they can serve an immediate need to get the community of learners started at no cost. The courses impart an expectation for data use and data quality, that can (1) serve as a way of establishing a common language for discussing issues of importance to the group, (2) foster collective reflection on personal practice in response to lessons learned from the course, and (3) promote the use standards for data use, derived from the course material, which can frame how approaches to problem-solving can be addressed by the group. Exhibit 4-2 lists the courses available.


[bookmark: _Toc313450376]Exhibit 4-2. NRS Online Courses
	Course
	Short Description
	Time Commitment

	What is the NRS?
	This course provides a basic understanding of the NRS, focusing on the measures and methods. 
	Approximately 20–35 minutes 

	Data Quality Guide Training Courses
	In this 8-part online course, you will learn who does what with the NRS data, where data come from, where they go, and how they get there. 
	Total course completion may take approximately 1 hour, 15 minutes to 1 hour, 45 minutes 

	NRS Data Flow
	Upon completion of this course, you should be able to give a detailed account of what goes on at each level of the NRS. 
	Approximately 10–15 minutes 

	Using NRS Data
	From this online course, you will gain an understanding of how to use NRS data and learn basic techniques for using NRS data to assist in the analysis of educational program data. 
	Approximately 10–15 minutes 

	Scenarios (extended courses for local administrators)
	Picking up where Using NRS Data left off, this
5-part course provides scenarios that share in‑depth techniques for using NRS data to assist in the analysis of educational programs. 
	Total course completion may take approximately 1 hour, 15 minutes to 2 hours. 

	Data Use Guide Training Courses
	This 8-part course is designed to follow a sequence in which each new section builds upon the previous; however, users may choose to take lessons within the course at any time. 
	Total course may take approximately 1 hour, 15 minutes to 1 hour, 45 minutes 

	Data Detective
	This in-depth 7-part course includes a variety of readings and tools that illustrate the art of being a data detective and using data to monitor performance, understand programs, and plan and evaluate program improvement efforts.
	Total course may take approximately 3–5 hours to complete


The independent nature of the NRS online courses means that these types of courses should be combined with other types of learning. For example, an entire learning community can agree to take the same online course or set of courses prior to a face-to-face or Webinar. The members may interact with each other through a listserv or a discussion forum to share their experiences with the course. Alternatively, a facilitator may chose to use components of NRS courses during a face-to-face meeting during independent or small-group work. Another way to use the NRS online course as a training tool is to use the self-evaluation tool, which recommends particular classes to a user based on answers provided in the evaluation, to assess the learning needs of the group and to formulate the learning agenda.
The flexibility and convenience these ready-made online courses provide make them excellent training tools when ideas for training, resources, or time are scarce. It should be noted however that the NRS online courses are designed with adult education program administrators and state staff in mind and deal NRS data. As a result the NRS online courses may not meet the specific learning agenda of all data use communities, and so learning communities are strongly encouraged to consider the appropriateness of use of the courses for training.
The NRS online courses are learner self-directed and do not require facilitators—they are available at all times. However, there are many benefits to having a facilitated online course. The addition of a course facilitator provides a greater level of interaction among participants, with the added expertise of the facilitator to enhance learning. Facilitated online courses add some of the advantages of face-to-face learning and can be synchronous—provided in real time with all participants and facilitator online simultaneously—or asynchronous, with participants working independently online at different times.
[bookmark: _Toc313450038]State Online Courses
Innovations in distance learning afford many different opportunities for states and local programs to develop their own courses. States may promote professional development in data use learning communities with a catalog of self-directed and facilitated online courses tailored to match their needs. For example, Kentucky uses this approach for training staff on several topics (see text box).
By developing their own online courses, states can go beyond the existing NRS online courses and develop customized courses to meet state issues and topics. The state can use a synchronous or a facilitated course approach depending on needs and resources, and can offer the courses according to the schedule and convenience of course participants.
The initial time required for designing and facilitating an online training can be high, but may drop over time depending on the demand for the course and availability of staff to manage the course. Development of online training may also require an initial investment in software and computer hardware if these resources are not already available within the state. However, open‑source software like Moodle, discussed later in this chapter, make designing online courses inexpensive and relatively simple for most people familiar with common word-processing software.
	Distance Learning in Kentucky

	Kentucky adult education providers can receive professional development credits by choosing from a varied menu of online courses. The courses and technical support for the course users are conveniently available 24/7. The state’s self-directed and blended (face-to-face and online) courses are offered on topics that include literacy, learning disabilities, workforce training and English as a second language. Several of the courses available for professional development credits are offered through third parties, such as other state offices of adult education, the NRS, and organizations which create free or low-cost online resources for adult education practitioners. A few of the courses designed by the state use Camtasia, a very low-cost screen recording tool, to create interactive lessons, narrated PowerPoint videos, and demonstrations on how to use the state data systems.


A state should consider using an online course when there are large numbers of people who will benefit from the topics covered in the course. For example, a state may offer an online course to introduce the topic of data use learning communities and provide lessons on how to form and sustain data use learning communities at the local level. Many of the NRS face-to-face trainings or guides can be customized by states to fit an online course format.
An online facilitated course, when well managed, can be superior to the other approaches discussed in this section in terms of sustaining motivation and providing opportunities for collaboration over a prolonged period of time for a large or small group. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450039]Summary: Choosing a Training Delivery System
In a learning community, training is the main vehicle by which knowledge is disseminated directly and staff development occurs and participants are encouraged to pursue the training topics and delivery methods that most suite their needs. This section presented the advantages and drawbacks of four different training approaches: face-to-face training, Webinar, self-directed online courses, and facilitated online courses. Exhibit 4-3 summarizes each training approach with regard to interactivity and the availability of resources and time. Ideally, training for a learning community should be high on collaboration, but training also serves to allow for creative problem-solving and knowledge sharing. As the exhibit illustrates, all four of the training approaches can meet the training needs of a data use learning community. However, the benefits of a particular training method have to be considered in conjunction with the ease of use and suitability. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450377]Exhibit 4-3. Summary of Training Delivery Modes
	Training Delivery Mode
	Features
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Face-to-face
	Personal
Facilitated
Expensive
	High collaboration
Various group sizes
Suitable for all day 
Training can be developed relatively quickly
Useful for training, team projects, and decision-making 
Can be modified to create Web-based trainings
	Meeting costs
Difficult to schedule
Requires trained facilitator 
Large groups can be hard to manage
Inconsistency between trainers

	Webinars
	Less personal
Facilitated
Resource intensive
	Interactive capabilities
Can reach a large audience
Training can be developed relatively quickly
Little time needed of participants and facilitator to participate in Webinar
Useful for updates, training (lecture style), and staff meetings
	Requires phone and computer with high-speed internet access 
Low collaboration, participation, and engagement
Troubleshooting technical issues 
Time zone coordination


Exhibit 4-3. Summary of Training Delivery Modes (continued)
	Training Delivery Mode
	Features
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Self-directed online courses
	Impersonal
Self-directed
Not resource intensive
	Online courses available at no cost on NRSWeb
Can be reused without trainer input
Self-paced
Content is consistent
Format can support multi-media applications
Useful for training
Unlimited number of participants
	Requires computer with internet access; may require other software
Low collaboration
NRSWeb courses: 
Limited topics
Cannot be customized
State courses:
Initially, high development time & costs

	Facilitated online courses
	Less personal
Facilitated
Resource intensive
	More personalized learning
Allows more interaction and collaboration than self-directed online courses
Useful for training
Can span a long period of time
	Requires computer with internet access and may require other software 
Requires trained facilitator 
Time intensive
High development time & costs


[bookmark: _Toc313450040]NRS Data Tools for the Learning Community
The main tasks of a data use community of learners is to examine data, select one or more issues to address, learn about the issues and how to examine the data, and make improvements. Then the group evaluates the change and continues to address additional issues over time. We presented this model for approaching data in Chapter 3. 
As noted in Chapter 2, one of the structural barriers to using data can be the lack of access to the data or analytic tools to work with data. To reduce this barrier, the NRS project has developed a variety of training and data tools for states over the last several years. These ready-to-use tools can assist a learning community in improving data quality, using data, promoting the program, managing performance, monitoring, evaluation, or any other type of change or innovation of interest. In this section we review the available NRS data tools and how they may be used to address the four main data issues facing a local program:
Improving Data Quality
Using Data for Program Improvement
Program Management and Monitoring
Publicizing Program Accomplishments
After the community of learners determines its question or focus, it can then select which tool to use to reach its goal. Since the learning community provides an ongoing opportunity to address program issues, you may find that any or all of these tools will be useful over time.
[bookmark: _Toc313450041]Assessing and Improving Data Quality
Chapter 3 discussed the importance of assessing data quality and use as a first step in setting the foundation for the community of learners approach. The NRS Data Detective guide and training includes workbooks and Excel spreadsheets to help state and local staff analyze data based on their questions about data quality for each of the NRS outcome measures. An example of data quality questions related to assessment is provided in Exhibit 4-4. A spreadsheet tool matching these questions is available in the training materials and can guide analysis and assessment of data quality.
[bookmark: _Toc313450378]Exhibit 4-4. Sample Data Quality Questions for Assessment
	Data Quality Questions

	DQ #1. How many students have pre- and posttest data? 

	DQ #2. How has the percentage of students with pre- and posttest data changed over time? 

	DQ #3. Which students are not tested? 

	DQ #4. Are pre- and posttests given at the right time? 

	DQ #5. Are the right tests given? 

	DQ #6. Are the percentages of completers relatively stable? 


[bookmark: _Toc313450042]Data Collection and Data Entry Procedures
A review of data flow procedures within the program will provide a good way to understand how data go from the student to the database and allow you to pinpoint sources of error and potential problems. The 2002 Guide on Data Quality includes a data flow chart exercise that programs can use as a diagnostic tool to understand who “touches” the data. The exercise leads the user through the flow of data in the user’s own state from the initial data collection at intake up through the state office to the Federal level. The flow chart can also serve as a training exercise to understand the importance of each contributor and emphasize how data quality is the responsibility of all staff. It is also useful to promote understanding of the sources of quality data.
	Using the MIS: MABEL

	The development of Montana’s statewide data system, MABEL, has led to improvements in data quality and use among local programs. MABEL offers program staff a comprehensive look at their data and allows them to compare their data to the state and other programs. In the past 2-3 years the state has offered hands-on training to help struggling programs learn new data system features, use the data in a systematic and ongoing way, and implement good data practices. One result of this data system development and the increased review of data has been one local program’s efforts to develop a spreadsheet that analyzes NRS data. The local program director now leads a ½-day training on use of the spreadsheet with an assignment to complete using MABEL data, resulting in informational graphs to analyze as shown below.

	


Data quality issues also can result from errors in the program’s management information system (MIS) through errors in data entry. Implementing a new MIS sometimes affects data quality, especially if the system requires changes in procedures (see text box for an example from Montana). The 2005 NRS training, The Third Wave, provides a Data System Checkup self-assessment tool for you to evaluate whether your data system needs a tune-up. The NRS Tips sheet, Planning a Successful Data System, can help programs evaluate and plan their data system. Another tool that exists to help you determine your data users, your system characteristics, and the development process to develop or revise your data system is the Requirements Document, which is located in the 2004 Training on Developing an NRS Data System. 
Other data quality issues may arise from policy and procedure concerns, i.e., programs are not meeting state standards, are not compliant with NRS procedures, or are not adequately training in policies and procedures. Along with reviewing data flow, a local program seeking to improve data quality in an area will benefit from reviewing basic procedures and its level of compliance with them. The Guide on Data Quality provides self-assessment checklists for staff to review their assessment, goal setting, follow-up or data matching, and training procedures. An example is provided in Exhibit 4-5.
[bookmark: _Toc313450379]Exhibit 4-5. Assessment Policy Checklist

[bookmark: _Toc313450043]Using Data for Program Improvement
[bookmark: _Toc313450044]Data Use Conceptual Framework for a Community of Data Learners
Few local staff members have much training in using data, and they may wonder where to start. A data use model or framework will assist group members in understanding how to use data and provide a way to organize data exploration activities. While there are many possible data use frameworks a community of data learners can employ, we suggest a model first presented in the NRS training guide, Using NRS Data for Program Management and Improvement (available at: http://www.nrsweb.org/docs/Data_Use_Guidebook.pdf). This seven-step circular progression begins with looking at data at the appropriate point and proceeds in a logical manner to analyze data and use findings to manage and improve the program (See Exhibit 4-6).
[bookmark: _Toc313450380]Exhibit 4-6. Data Use and Program Improvement Model

Identify issues and problems. When the learning community first comes together, it may be useful for participants to review the findings from their data. This type of review can provide guidance and ideas to community members as they go through a process of identifying issues and goals that align with the overarching goal of their respective communities. The decision on which subject to explore can be based on NRS performance requirements, research, and practices, or simple curiosity about data. 
Develop questions. To efficiently and effectively use the data to answer a question based on the issues they have identified, the question must be reasonable, measureable, and quantifiable. While a question like, “Does continued participation in adult education benefit students’ lives?” is interesting, it may require too much additional data collection for your community of learners to reasonably expect to answer it. It does not define in what way the benefit of adult education is to be measured, so there are many possible answers. The question, as stated, also does not suggest what data should be used to answer it. A better question would be, “How many hours of instruction do students need to gain an educational functioning level?” The answer to this question can provide guidance to program improvements, such as professional development on the importance of retaining adults for a minimum number of hours. As community members develop questions, they should be mindful of how the answers will help them reach their community’s goals.
Develop an analysis plan. An analysis plan can be very basic or very detailed, but the two aspects it must include are what data are needed and how the data will be presented. It is crucial to identify what data are necessary to answer a question and whether or not those data exist or are available; if critical data are not accessible, the community of learners may need to reassess the question to ensure that it can be answered with the data they have. However, even with access to the data, it is important to present the data appropriately, as this will determine how easily and quickly the data can be interpreted. Graphs and charts may be suitable in some cases, but in others, frequency tables may be more useful.
Analyze and interpret data. Using the data that is available, the community of learners can work together, with those who are more experienced helping those who have less experience with data. Although the data may unearth many interesting findings, it is important to ensure that the original question is answered. To do this, it may be helpful to look for patterns and differences that exist in the data or disaggregate the data. Using appropriate statistics and high-quality data will also increase the reliability and validity of the findings. The conclusions drawn should be appropriate and based on the data. However, it is possible to discover unexpected results, so keeping an open mind is beneficial. Reviewing the goals can also help guide the analysis.
Develop plan for change in program management or procedures. The analyzed data will help the community of learners to create a well-informed plan for program management and improvement. This plan should identify the changes to be made, set the standards for these changes, and delineate the expected resulting outcomes; it should also define the resources necessary for its execution. Each member of the community of learners should be clear about the reason that change is important, his or her role in the implementation of the change, and the expected effects of the change.
Implement plan. Bigger changes are harder to implement than smaller changes, but staff buy-in and shared leadership will ease the transition. Staff that have worked through the community of learners to develop the plan are more likely to remain involved in and committed to the success of the changes. The motivation for ensuring the continued implementation comes mostly from the community and shared leadership can help to maintain the momentum. Implementing the plan also requires a method for monitoring changes, ensuring ongoing communication and feedback from learning community members and involving innovators and early adopters who can help to advocate for the changes.
Evaluate change. It may take some time for the data to reflect the changes outlined in the plan for program improvement. However, after some time, the data will provide a clear picture of the effect of the implemented changes. The community of learners will be able to once more identify issues and problems, completing the cycle and beginning it once again.
The Massachusetts Department of Education developed a similar model that could also be helpful: http://www.sabes.org/resources/planningmanualsept2006.pdf.
[bookmark: _Toc313450045]Tools for Training on Using Data
The 2003 training on Using Data for Program Improvement also offers a set of exercises using the model to stimulate thinking about data, how data can be analyzed, and what data can tell us about a program’s performance. Case studies in the training materials are a great tool for helping staff to consider how to use data for program improvement by putting staff in the role of data consultants. Staff review the case studies with data and other descriptive information, and then provide feedback on what changes the sample programs should make to improve performance in the areas of recruitment, retention, and learning gains.
Another effective tool for beginning NRS data users is the Data Carousel. Exhibit 4-7 shows a sample Data Carousel chart from the 2004 Data Monitoring training—the purpose of this exercise is to expose staff to data, and encourage them to analyze and question the data (working in teams). Using several data charts together paints a picture of a program, which staff use to analyze and then make recommendations for improving the program’s performance. This exercise also requires staff to develop questions for further analysis, leading to the development of more data charts and graphs to better show the picture of the program. 
More recently, the NRS project developed the 2006 Data Detective training, which puts staff in the role of data investigators. The Data Detective tools include Excel spreadsheets for inputting data from state and local programs, creating graphic representations of the data, and inserting the graphs or charts into a workbook that is formatted to assist in analysis of the data. Staff begin by asking specific questions about their data in the areas of assessment, goal-setting, or follow-up from the perspective of data quality or program improvement—the workbook requires an analysis that includes reviewing the data that answer the question, noting observations, and then considering what next steps to follow to either further refine the question, review more data to better answer the question, or take action to improve data quality or programs.


[bookmark: _Toc313450381]Exhibit 4-7. Data Carousel

[bookmark: _Toc313450046]Performance Management and Monitoring
Using data for performance management is the most common way local and state staff use NRS data. Performance management means looking at performance measures on a regular, ongoing basis and using the information gleaned to improve local program performance. Managing performance moves beyond compliance to using the data to affect change. Often, this process involves drilling data down to the local or classroom level. Program staff, teachers, and students with access to data may contribute to improving a program’s performance. Therefore, the more data access provided to staff at the program and classroom level, and the better trained they are in using the data, the more likely they will be to use the data to understand and improve their program’s performance.
The NRS has developed tools to aid in performance management, including the Data Detective analysis tools and the Data Planning Tool for Building and Sustaining Change. These enhanced data use tools support both broad and in-depth analysis of data in easy-to-use formats for anyone with access to state or local data. The 2006 Learning to be an NRS Data Detective training provided hands-on resources for using data, including charts, graphs, and templates as well as learning materials to aid states in the step-by-step process of becoming a data detective at both the state and local program/classroom levels. Ready-to-use tools are available as follows:
Sample State and Local Workbooks. The workbooks provide samples of 'fake' data presented in a variety of graphs and charts to help staff and teachers learn how to question their data and analyze their findings.
Templates of State and Local Workbooks. These blank workbooks allow state and local staff to add graphic displays of data, descriptions of these data, and analyses of information.
Templates in Excel of Data Charts/Graphs for Use in State and Local Workbooks. These Excel templates provide a starting point for entering state and local data related to assessment, follow-up, and goal setting, as well as teacher-level data such as classroom and student information. The data entered are linked to graphs that can be formatted and then copied/pasted into the state or local workbooks.
Teachers are motivated not by the tool itself, but by the ability they now have to look at their students’ achievement data and analyze them. The Data Detective tools provide a format to analyze the data and to consider what next steps a teacher might take to improve test scores. In a learning community, staff may choose to share their classroom or program-level data to inform discussion, address problems, and share new and innovative ideas. For example, the learning community might use the local workbook template on the NRS educational level gains, exemplified in the text box on Victoria College, to evaluate student skill in a class using test scores. The results suggest ways for teachers to improve placement and instruction that will help improve class performance.
If staff are not comfortable with sharing their data at first, the facilitator may choose to use data but not name the class or program—in this way the staff can analyze data and discuss challenges and recommendations without feeling defensive or threatened. As trust grows in a learning community, staff will more readily share their data and their ideas.
A broader tool for program management comes from the 2008 NRS regional training that provided states with the opportunity to create a plan for building and sustaining change. The training included a specially designed Excel workbook, the Data Planning Tool for Building and Sustaining Change, which helps staff to examine their data. Learning community members can use this tool to review data more frequently, share data with staff and ensure understanding, look at trend data across years, determine professional development needs, and create a culture of data. In addition to helping staff analyze their data, this tool also helps evaluate program performance. For example, programs may use data to improve retention, instruction, or follow-up, while program administrators may use data to determine which instructional strategies are more effective for increasing learning gains, and state staff may use data to evaluate policies and procedures.


	Improving Performance through Data

	Victoria College in Texas noticed that its data showed that some adults who were good GED candidates with TABE scores that were high in all but one area were placed in the “beginning” class because the policy for placing students was based on their lowest test score. The data also showed that some GED-ready students who had been placed in “low” to “intermediate” classes quit the classes because they felt they were too easy, took the GED, and then returned when they failed one part of the GED. The program saw an increase in the number of adults who needed instruction only in one area—usually math or essay writing. Staff looked at groups of test results and realized that there were few students who were at the same level across all the domains; it did not make sense to send students to a three-hour class, four days a week, and tell them to ignore everything the teacher says until she got to math or writing.
With the data in mind, the program split the 3-hour class period into three 1-hour classes. Each teacher taught a specific subject the first hour, a different subject the second hour, and a third subject the third hour. Students moved between classes based on each one of TABE domain scores. Staff soon noticed that overcrowding often occurred because there were clusters of students at certain levels for each subject. As a result, they developed a plan for looking at the number of people going into each class per subject per level as compared to seat availability.
The administrator is still working to perfect the class assignment procedure but the new process has already show promise, as seen below.
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Improving Performance through Data (continued)
	SUBJECT AREA GAINS
	Program Year 2006-07
	Program Year 2007-08
	Program Year 2008-09 (so far)

	Reading Gains
	43%
	66%
	67%

	Language Gains
	43%
	66%
	64%

	Math Gains
	55%
	65%
	56%




[bookmark: _Toc313450047]Program Monitoring
A more formal way of managing performance with data is through monitoring. Although it has the same goals and approach as performance management—regular examination of key measures to improve program performance—monitoring relies on a standardized set of measures, instruments, and analyses. Monitoring is more systematic and conducted at regular time intervals (monthly, quarterly). Program monitoring is an ongoing process that allows a look at performance results over time, identifies strengths and weaknesses of a program, measures progress and outcomes, and helps programs and their staff to make informed decisions for program improvement. A task of the learning community may be to monitor program data regularly, discuss results, and devise program improvement strategies that can be the subject of future monitoring.
In 2007 the NRS project developed a Guide to Desk Monitoring that described the steps to develop a desk monitoring tool. The tool consists not only of NRS and other outcome measures but data and program process measures (see Exhibit 4-8). The latter measures give state and local staff the context in which to understand and evaluate performance. For example, if educational gain is low, the monitoring tool has measures of assessment processes such as pre-posttesting rates that can help identify the source of the problem. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450382]Exhibit 4-8. Desk Monitoring Measures

The NRS Desk Monitoring Training includes a simple Excel worksheet that is easy to manipulate. The data use learning community could include regular reviews of its desk monitoring results to guide its data use efforts. Monitoring can benefit staff by keeping them informed and focused on processes and outcomes, help them identify issues that are important for staff and students, provide information for decision-making, and enhance program accountability.
[bookmark: _Toc313450048]Publicizing Program Accomplishments
Many local programs want to publicize their program, whom it serves, and what it accomplishes. Such publicity is always critical to maintaining funding and resources and may become especially important in tough economic times when programs face funding cuts. Consequently, the data use community of learners may decide to center activities around program promotion while also improving performance. NRS data can be used to build public support for adult education, inform students and others about program quality, share longitudinal (i.e., historical) data about the program, and share the current challenges faced by the program and improvements that are underway. Promoting program successes also builds pride in a program—for staff and students—by celebrating their accomplishments and informing their communities. Publicizing programs and student achievement also builds buy-in with legislatures and other stakeholders and potential funders. 
	Data Monitoring in South Dakota

	A learning center in South Dakota realized that the numbers reported to the NRS did not accurately reflect what was happening on site. Because of problems with data quality, the total number of adults they could report as enrolled did not match the number of adults the program staff knew had received at least 12 hours of instruction.
Once they identified this data issue, they followed these steps to fix it:
Identify the participants who are not performing
Analyze data to determine if it is a demographic, retention, curriculum, instructor, or supportive service issue
Cross check data with attendance reports and GED scores to see if there are connections
Talk with staff to get insight into issue
Discuss issue with other programs to see if they are seeing this same issue 
Work with staff to determine how to address issue and make necessary alterations to the program
Work one-on-one to bring “stop-out” participants back into the program by addressing barriers to their success and partnering with other agencies to meet their needs. 
Through monthly monitoring of this plan, the center simultaneously is able to improve data quality and better help adults meet their educational and career goals.


Local program report cards are a type of monitoring tool that help to demonstrate the effectiveness of a program by providing information on student and program outcomes, attendance, student demographics, teachers, and other measures. Report cards differ from monitoring tools in their inclusion of a rubric for measures that provides an indicator of local performance compared to a standard (for example, a ranking or letter grade: “A-” or “C+”); and unlike desk monitoring results, report cards are intended to be public documents. Thus, report cards can be used to evaluate program performance (see box for example from New York), to promote program improvement, and to inform and advocate for the program. This latter use of providing information about the program serves the purpose of promoting program success.
	New York

	The report card developed and used by the New York State Education Department (NYSED) is a rubric that combines several elements of program performance to create a single score to rank each local agency within four quartiles of unacceptable, marginal, adequate, or exemplary. The report card tool that generates the report cards, including several sample report cards produced through this database, and instructions for understanding the reports can be found on NRSWeb.


The NRS 2007 Report Card training specifically targeted the concept of developing a tool that can be used to describe programs, demonstrate their strengths and successes, and build internal (teachers, students) and external (legislatures, communities) support. Ready-to-use Word documents are formatted to allow states or local programs to insert data in graphs or charts with text. In a step‑by-step process, the training guide leads staff through a development process for designing a report card to include: types of report card (local, state), selecting comparison vs. trend data for inclusion, identifying the audience and purpose of the report card (i.e., for program improvement, to inform, to advocate), creating an evaluative rubric, and developing an action plan to develop and distribute the report cards. Five Report Card templates are available on the NRSWeb Website for use, including an extended local report card shown in Exhibit 4-9. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450383]Exhibit 4-9. Sample Local Report Card Pages
	Sample Page 1
	Sample Page 2
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[bookmark: _Toc313450049]Summary
Data use learning communities can use all of the NRS tools described in this section to build a basic understanding of data and how to use it. Beyond program evaluation or promotion are opportunities for staff to investigate questions to support innovations or consider aspects of the program they would like to change. Data are the basis for understanding the program, from which staff may consider testing new methods for increasing retention, working with other teachers on changing instructional approaches and measuring the results through educational gain or completion rates, examining the relationship between instructional hours and completion rates, or to measure increased efficiency in administrative or programmatic changes. Exhibit 4-10 presents a summary of the NRS tools just discussed and the data issue or focus each supports. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450384]Exhibit 4-10. Summary of NRS Data Tools Available for Learning Communities
	Data Issue
	NRS Data Tool

	Improve Data Quality
	Data Detective Guide and training materials (2006)
Data Quality Guide and How does your data flow? exercise (2002)
NRS Tips document: Planning a Successful Data System
Developing an NRS Data System training (2004)

	Data Use for Program Improvement
	Using Data for Program Improvement Guide and training materials including case studies (2003)
Data Monitoring training Data Carousel exercise (2004)
Learning to be an NRS Data Detective Guide and training materials, including spreadsheets and workbooks (2006)

	Program Management and Monitoring
	Learning to be an NRS Data Detective Guide and training materials, including spreadsheets and workbooks (2006)
Data Planning Tool for Building and Sustaining Change Guide and training materials including the tool itself (2008)
Guide to Desk Monitoring and tools to develop a desk monitoring tool (2007) 
Report Card training and templates to develop state and local report cards (2007)

	Publicize Program
	Report Card training and templates to develop state and local report cards (2005 and 2007)


[bookmark: _Toc313450050]Communication Tools to Support the Learning Community
Implementing and maintaining communities of learners and helping them thrive requires ongoing communication and regular interaction among members. In addition, publicity about what the groups do and accomplish is also critical to their growth and sustenance. The publicity helps the communities grow and expand from program to program to help establish a culture of data use within the state.
With the great demands on staff time, regular face-to-face meetings are difficult. Meeting is especially problematic in large programs with different class schedules, spread over multiple locations, making regular meetings almost impossible. Effective publicity can be costly and add additional time burdens to community members. The tremendous growth in technological tools for communication in recent years, however, offer alternatives to face-face meetings and low-cost and easily implemented solutions to sharing information about accomplishments.
Depending upon how you hold meetings and share resources, there are a range of technology tools from which to choose. Communities that cannot be together physically can meet online, using a Webinar, conference calling system, or even an online chat system to connect attendees. Where schedules of your participants do not coincide, you can hold an asynchronous meeting with individuals contributing at the most convenient time for them. Online forums, listservs, and micro‑blogs like Twitter are good choices for the purpose. If your community is just getting started and not very tech-savvy, you can potentially use email—not ideal, but workable in very small groups. Exhibit 4-11 lists some operational needs that your community may have, along with possible technology choices.
[bookmark: _Toc313450385]Exhibit 4-11. Summary of Technology Tools for Communication
	Use
	Tools
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Meetings
	Webinar systems
	Rich media
Participants can interact
	Schedules must coincide
Potential cost
Requires some technical ability to coordinate

	Meetings
	Conference Calling
	Participants can interact
Inexpensive/ free
	Schedules must coincide
Voice only

	Meetings
	Online Chats
	Participants can interact
Inexpensive/free
	Schedules must coincide
Text only

	Meetings
	Forums
	Schedules need not coincide
Searchable
Supports conversation threads
Inexpensive/free
	Text only

	Meetings
	Listservs
	Schedules need not coincide
Inexpensive/free
Easy for low-tech participants
	Text only
Email can overload inboxes 
Cannot share documents

	Meetings
	Micro-blogs (Twitter)
	Schedules need not coincide
Free
Delivery online or by cell phone
	New service to learn
Short text only
Cannot share documents

	Meetings
	Email
	Schedules need not coincide
Inexpensive/free
Easy for low-tech participants
	Email can overload inboxes 
Cannot track conversation threads

	Quick Contacts
	Listservs
	Inexpensive/free
Easy for low-tech participants
	Email can overload inboxes 
Cannot share documents


Exhibit 4-11. Summary of Technology Tools for Communication (continued)
	Use
	Tools
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Quick Contacts
	Text Messages
	Very convenient
	Short text only
Potential cost
Resistance from low-tech participants

	Quick Contacts
	Micro-blogs (Twitter)
	Dedicated communication channel
Free
Delivery online or by cell phone
	Inconvenient for low-tech participants

	Quick Contacts
	Email
	Inexpensive/free
Convenient for low-tech participants
	Potential to overload inbox

	Sharing Results
	Blogs
	Easy to set up
Dedicated channel
Emphasizes regular communication
	Must keep content fresh
Chronological organization Required


	Sharing Results
	Websites 
	Easy to access
Myriad of tools/features
	More difficult to setup
Potential cost
Requires training/management to maintain

	Sharing Results
	Wiki
	Easy to access
Structured to enable browsing
Searchable
Maintainable by a team
	Requires some technical knowledge to set up
Potential cost

	Recruiting & Publicity
	eNewsletter
	Inexpensive
Easy to access
	Requires some technical knowledge to setup

	Recruiting & Publicity
	Websites
	Easy to access
Myriad of tools/features
	Requires engagement strategy
Potential cost
Requires training/management to maintain 
Myriad of tools/features


Exhibit 4-11. Summary of Technology Tools for Communication (continued)
	Use
	Tools
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Training
	Learning Management Systems (Moodle)
	Myriad of tools/features
	Learning curve for some participants
Requires technical knowledge to set up/manage
Potential cost

	Training
	Webinars
	Rich media
Participants can interact
	Potential cost
Learning curve for set up/management


Exhibit 4-11 shows some advantages and disadvantages into a select group of communication tools. But unfortunately, the real world is a little messier. The capabilities of different product offerings blur the lines between the types of tools described above. Many blogs can be organized by topic. Listservs may offer enhanced services. Webinars are recordable for later playback. In addition, the characteristics of each learning community are different. Those with more tech-savvy participants may choose different solutions than less technologically experienced ones. Small groups can often get by with simple solutions that do not scale well. 
With so many ways to conduct your community’s business it is difficult for us to recommend a single, one-size-fits-all collection of tools. Nevertheless, if you examine how you communicate and manage information, or how you would like to, you will discover ways that communication technology can help. But functionality is not the only consideration. Identifying appropriate and effective tools depends upon the size, structure, and other characteristics of your learning community and its work. We will examine these next.
[bookmark: _Toc313450051]Choosing the Right Tools: Communication Considerations
The communication needs of the community determine the kinds of tools that may be useful. To support discussions, share notes, or arrange logistics, you need some kind of tool that enables you to store and share information. To do this in the Internet age, content will first need to be entered into a file or database, and perhaps be formatted, edited, or reviewed. As part of its work, the community may want to provide feedback, collaboratively add new information, ask questions, or work with data. Many of a community’s activities can be supported by today’s powerful communication and information management tools—for example: 
Maintaining a forum for discussion
Following up on logistics and tasks
Disseminating best practices, tools, and resources
Offering recognition and celebrating successes
Recruiting new members for the group
[bookmark: _Toc313450052]Maintaining a Forum for Discussion
Determining which tools you need to support your meetings and discussions depends in part upon how and where you meet. If your community gets together in person, you may need a tool to record the proceedings or take notes that can be shared among participants. If you meet online, you will need to consider tools that enable participants to conduct a discussion and record the process. Consider how participants will share documents and resources, ask questions, discuss solutions, and provide feedback for others. By analyzing how you plan to work together, you can better consider the ways in which technology can help.
[bookmark: _Toc313450053]Follow Up on Logistics and Tasks
Communication and Information Management tools can also help your community manage meeting logistics or follow up with members between meetings. Small groups may find that email is sufficient for coordinating schedules and planning meetings. Larger groups may prefer tools that support a more structured event calendaring system that sends invitations, manages responses, and so on. Creating and sharing status reports or offering feedback between meetings may be supported by more interactive or self-service choices such as eVite or EventBrite. Understanding how you conduct business between meetings is a prerequisite for selecting tools to support these activities.
[bookmark: _Toc313450054]Disseminating Best Practices, Tools, and Resources
Online communication tools may also help you disseminate your community’s learning products. To make your best practices, tools, and resources available to participants, prospective members, and outsiders, consider how you can best deliver and present them. To manage the content you create, consider creating an information repository, which can be as simple as a traditional Website. Also consider how you might offer opportunities for outsiders to share their thoughts and ideas, rate content, or participate in surveys as an extension of your learning community. Finally, consider the kinds of media and other features that you will want to share. Videos, quizzes, questionnaires, and contact forms all require capabilities that available tools may or may not provide. By thinking of potential future needs you have a better chance of implementing dissemination tools that will be useful in the long term.
[bookmark: _Toc313450055]Offering Recognitions and Celebrating Success
With all the excellent work you have done or will do, it is likely that your learning community will have much to celebrate. Luckily, online communication tools offer many ways to give out “gold stars.” If your community has a Website where its members gather, awards can be offered to participants in the form of Web badges, or privileges to moderate comments, correct inaccuracies, rate content, and so on. Announcements and achievements of the community may be celebrated and communicated using a little imagination and almost any online tool. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450056]Recruiting New Members
Communication tools can also support your efforts to recruit new members for your learning community. With a target audience in mind, consider the kinds of interactions that might lead others to join you. If your prospects and members have similar interests, live in similar places, and have similar technology abilities, you may opt to use tools you have in place for other purposes. For example, you might open some community activities or resources and let prospects participate along with members. Or, you might want to use other tools to disseminate lessons learned or best practices to demonstrate the value of your community. Perhaps you want to create intentional contact with outsiders each month by sending an email newsletter, or grow your learning community virally by word of mouth using Facebook or another social network. However you reach out, you will need communication tools capable of delivering your message and materials. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450057]Choosing the Right Tools: Functional and Group Considerations
Many tools offer communication and data management capabilities. But before you reach for the nearest blog to share meeting notes or lessons learned with others, consider the dynamics of different kinds of communication and differences in the way you might want to maintain content. For example, the tools you would choose to disseminate content to the community might be different than those you would use to obtain feedback, or to coordinate the work of multiple contributors. Likewise, the tools you use for limited distribution might differ from those for broader dissemination. Before you choose a particular tool, ask yourself some basic questions about how you plan to create/manage your content and the communication dynamics that determine how it will be consumed:
How does your information flow?
Which media will you use (e.g., text, sights, sounds)?
What kinds of responses/interaction you will you get back?
Will individuals be together at the same time, or participate when their time allows?
How adaptable are the participants to new technology?
Are there barriers to accessing communications or content?
What do you need to consider with respect to privacy and data security?
[bookmark: _Toc313450058]Information Flow and Scale
Regardless of type, information flows in, out, and through your learning community’s activities. The amount, how frequently it moves, its direction and source (or destinations) suggest the methods and tools that will be best for transferring it. Information can move from:
One individual to another (1:1, also called point to point);
One individual to many (1:many, also called broadcast);
Many individuals to one (many:1, also called crowdsourced); or
Many individuals to many others (many:many, also called viral)
Among participants in a group (collaborative)
Some tools, like email and text messaging, are at their best when communicating point to point. Other tools, like traditional Websites and podcasts, are better for broadcasting. Wikis are collaborative. Social networks, like Facebook, are stronger as viral communication tools. 
Differences in the way information is delivered can affect when it is actually received. Tools that push information out help assure that messages are received quickly. As passive technologies, the telephone and text messages announce their arrival to recipients as their phones ring or buzz. More passive tools deliver information when recipients act to retrieve them. These passive technologies are less intrusive, but cannot be relied upon to deliver the most critical of messages.
When information flows at a trickle, it is much easier to direct the stream. In these low‑intensity situations, you can sometimes apply a tool that is not ideally suited to the task—email is often used this way. When data flow more frequently and freely, it becomes more important to use the tool that best fits the application. Tools that you select must be capable of handling the amount of content and interaction or they may impede communication, creating a new barrier to communication within your community.
[bookmark: _Toc313450059]Information Structure
The manner in which information is structured or presented can dramatically affect the usefulness of a tool for particular purposes. Consider, for example, the usefulness of a best-practices document that your learning community assembles: Organized by topic, using a wiki, it may be a powerful resource because key information can be found easily. But present an individual best practice each week in a blog post and it becomes difficult for others to find when they need it. Different tools may be better for organizing by date, topic, author, and so on. Some favor a flexible structure or none at all, which may be preferable in some situations.
[bookmark: _Toc313450060]Interactivity Models
By their nature, some learning community activities are interactive. By this we mean that individuals will communicate back and forth for a particular purpose or goal. With a dramatic increase in the number of online tools to support interactivity, participants in your community can now interact more easily even over distance. Whether traditional or cutting edge, technology tools offer different levels and models of interactivity. 
Traditional Websites, like newspapers, are non-interactive broadcast technologies. Blogs enable authors to post content and get responses directly from readers, in a well defined protocol. Online forums are similar, but cater to the needs of multiple sets of writers and readers/responders. Online chats offer a less structured method where multiple participants can interact collaboratively. Webinars, conference call systems, social networks, twitters, wikis, and other new tools offer different models of interaction.
There are many models of interaction—one for each way we communicate and work together. Here are a few common ones:
Group Conversation – Participants talk among themselves in an unstructured manner.
Broadcast – Dissemination of information from a single source to others
Burst – Individual communicates a short thought, idea, or solution
One on One Interview – Interviewer asks questions to an individual, who then responds
Individual Conversation – Individuals talk among themselves in an unstructured manner
Query and Response – Individuals pose questions to an individual, who then responds
Chorus – Individuals communicating together in unison
Crowdsource – Individuals contribute to a collaborative product
Viral – Idea or information is passed from person to person
To choose a tool for your activities, ask which ones support the model of interaction you plan to use.
[bookmark: _Toc313450061]Synchronization
For participants in your community to communicate, they must connect within a common space of some sort. Traditionally, meetings were held in a place where all participants could interact and share information, but common spaces do not need to be physical and they do not need to be occupied by all participants at the same time. With the Internet and electronic communications, many new kinds of common communication spaces have been invented.
Online chats, Webinars, videoconferences, and conference calls offer ways of getting people together synchronously, virtually in the same place and time. Providing opportunities for real-time interaction, synchronous communications can be dynamic and efficient. When community participants live in distant time-zones, or when coordinating schedules is difficult, it may not be viable to have all participants simultaneously present. Asynchronous solutions like email and online forums may offer an effective alternative. During asynchronous interactions participants often have more time to respond. As a result, interactions can be more concise and thoughtful.
The characteristics of your community and its participants will lead you to select a blend of tools that balances the advantages and disadvantages of synchronous and asynchronous solutions that make the most sense in your community.
[bookmark: _Toc313450062]Choice of Media
Learning community activities will produce, manage, disseminate, and consume content. With different strengths, available tools may be better at working with different types of content. For example, text messaging is great for sending text, but it offers no capability for sending or presenting video. Nor is email ideal as a tool for this purpose. But host a video on a properly equipped Website and the potential for others to view and enjoy it increases substantially. Some tools handle multiple forms of media; others are more specialized. Where there are fewer technology choices, it may be easier to select a tool that works with your choice of media. For example, a common choice for hosting video is Google Video. Where there are more options, choosing becomes more complicated.
[bookmark: _Toc313450063]Community Member Preferences and Abilities
If participants in your learning community do not embrace the tools you provide, the tools become useless. The comfort of participants with the tools they plan to use is therefore vital to the ability of your community to function. If your community is full of early adopters, you may be able to introduce more leading-edge tools. If late adopters are the norm, you may find better acceptance with tried and true solutions. To select tools that will be embraced and used to their fullest, it pays to consider community preferences and potential points of resistance.
To complicate matters, different demographic groups may favor different kinds of technology. Younger participants may prefer text messaging as a form of communication. Older ones may be hooked on email. Despite these differences, the power of a new tool may be compelling enough to convince participants of its usefulness. However, new technologies can also distract the community, preventing it from making progress. To get value from these innovations, you will need to make sure that participants are trained to use them. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450064]Barriers to Access
When selecting a tool for your community, consider barriers that would prevent participants from using it. For example, an ability to view videos of your in-person discussions may be valuable to participants in your community. But if few have high-speed Internet connections, this may be an impractical solution. 
Barriers may exist that prevent participants from accessing the tools you provide, or there may be barriers that prevent your community from implementing them effectively and easily. Without the skills to manage Website content, you risk investing more time managing your Website than facilitating the great ideas, solutions, and learning for which your community was created. When selecting tools for your community, ask whether you have the expertise, funding, and time to manage them. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450065]Privacy and Security
In a community that emphasizes openness and sharing, you might not give too much thought to privacy and security. But the nature of online communications requires that you consider these needs. For example, personal or committee workspaces that you might set up are private areas for raw experimentation, ideas, and solutions. Leaving them open to outsiders may inhibit participants from sharing their thoughts. Operating a repository of best practices or other information that can be changed by anyone, known or unknown, is fraught with perils. If you are hosting datasets of student information for members of your group to analyze, you will need to protect the privacy of students whose records are included. While security features differ from tool to tool, most protect your community’s information resources in one of the following ways:
Access Controls – provide a way to allow authorized users to access information while preventing access by unauthorized individuals.
Encryption – scrambles communication streams to prevent others from intercepting information as it is transmitted across the Internet.
Some tools have more robust and flexible security features than others. If your community is divided into practice areas or committees, you will want to consider whether security rules can be applied for particular groups of users or even for individuals. When selecting a tool, ask how it will prevent unwanted access to sensitive data or community resources. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450066]Summary: Selecting Tools You Can Use
We have reviewed various technologies that can support the work of a data use learning community, the uses of each tool, and considerations for helping you decide which tool to use for which purpose. Exhibit 4-12 presents a table of the commonly used tools, matched up with the characteristics just discussed. You can use this summary to identify solutions that help you manage face-to-face discussions, conversations over distance, between-meeting chats, and so on. You can also use what you know about your community’s needs and the considerations discussed in the previous section to analyze the value of other tools you discover.
In this chapter we have reviewed methods for training local staff on using data; NRS data tools available for data use, including tools to evaluate data quality for data use, for program and performance management, and to publicize program accomplishments. We concluded with a review of technological tools for communications that learning communities can use to sustain themselves, publicize accomplishments, and recruit new members. In the next chapter we discuss developing a state plan for implementing data use learning communities.
Chapter 4 Implementing and Sustaining: Tools for Training, Analysis, and Community Building
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[bookmark: _Toc313450386]Exhibit 4-12. Summary of Frequently Used Technology Tools and Characteristics
	TOOL
	Primary Information Flow
	Scale
	Typical Models of Interaction
	Typical Delivery Mode
	Level of Synchronization
	Organization
	Primary Media
	Typical Level of Privacy/
Security
	Examples

	Blogs
	1:multiple
	small/
large
	burst, dissemination, query and response
	passive
	asynchronous
	reverse chronological
	text, audio, visual
	public, private, not secure
	Blogger, Wordpress

	Micro-Blogs
	1:multiple
	small/
large
	burst, query and response
	passive/push
	synchronous, asynchronous
	reverse chronological
	text 
	public, private, not secure
	Twitter

	Instant Messages
	1:1
	small
	individual conversation
	push
	synchronous 
	unstructured
	text
	private, not secure
	AIM, Yahoo Instant Messenger

	Text Messages
	1:1, 1:multiple
	small/
large
	burst, individual conversation
	push
	synchronous
	unstructured
	text
	private, partially secure
	Verizon, AT&T

	Conventional Email
	1:1, 1:multiple
	small
	individual conversation
	push
	asynchronous
	unstructured
	text
	private, not secure
	Gmail, Hotmail, Yahoo, many others

	Bulk Emails
	1:multiple
	small/
large
	broadcast
	push
	asynchronous
	flexible
	text, visual
	public
	iContact, Constant Contact

	Listservs
	1:multiple
	small/
large
	group conversation
	push
	asynchronous
	unstructured
	text
	public
	Majordomo, Lyris

	Public Social Networks
	multiple:multiple
	large
	relay
	passive
	asynchronous
	by function
	text, audio, visual, apps
	public, private, not secure
	Facebook, MySpace

	Private Social Networks
	multiple:multiple
	small
	group conversation
	passive
	asynchronous
	by function
	text, audio, visual, apps
	private, not secure
	NING

	Wikis
	mutiple:1 (maintenance), 1:multiple (dissemination)
	small/
large
	crowdsource (maintenance), dissemination
	passive
	asynchronous
	hierarchical
	text, audio, visual
	public, private, not secure
	MediaWiki

	Forums
	1:multiple (many times)
	small
	crowdsource, group conversation
	passive
	asynchronous
	by topic
	text
	public, private, not secure
	 


Exhibit 4-12. Summary of Frequently Used Technology Tools and Characteristics (continued)
	TOOL
	Primary Information Flow
	Scale
	Typical Models of Interaction
	Typical Delivery Mode
	Level of Synchronization
	Organization
	Primary Media
	Typical Level of Privacy/
Security
	Examples

	Chat Rooms
	multiple:multiple
	small
	group conversation
	push
	synchronous
	unstructured
	audio
	public, private, not secure
	Yahoo

	Collaborative Workspaces
	multiple:1
	small/large
	crowdsource, dissemination
	passive
	asynchronous
	structured
	text, audio, visual, apps
	public, private, secure, not secure
	Sharepoint

	Collaborative Apps
	1:multiple
	small
	crowdsource
	push
	synchronous
	flexible
	visual, apps
	private, not secure
	Google Apps

	Social Bookmarking
	1:multiple
	small/large
	crowdsource, dissemination
	passive
	asynchronous
	by topic
	text/links
	public
	del.icio.us

	Learning Management Systems
	1:multiple, multiple:multiple
	small/large
	broadcast, query and response, crowdsource, group conversation
	passive/push
	asynchronous
	structured
	text, visual
	public, private, not secure
	Moodle

	Webinars 
	1:multiple
	small
	broadcast, query and response
	push
	synchronous, asynchronous
	flexible
	audio, visual
	private, not secure
	WebEx

	Conf Calls
	1:multiple
	small
	broadcast, query and response, group conversation
	push
	synchronous
	flexible
	audio
	private, not secure
	FreeConferenceCall.com, Skype
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[bookmark: _Toc313450067]Chapter 5
Putting It All Together:
The State as Catalyst
The first four chapters of this guide provide information on the attributes of learning communities and their use in supporting collaborative problem solving as members review program data with the aim of guiding action and informing practice. The guide makes a case for understanding that data use is most critical at the local level; it suggests that local programs initiate data use learning communities in which teachers, administrators, and other stakeholders meet to review program data and to embark on a journey of self-reflection leading to program improvement. The guide also offers myriad tools and technologies that learning communities can use to examine their data, determine priorities, and identify strategies for program improvement, as well as tools and technologies for sustaining the learning community.
A results orientation focused on increased student learning is a deliberate, ongoing, multi‑year effort. No program creates a results orientation by accident. The question remains: What is it that can motivate local adult education programs to begin the multi-year journey of examining data through the establishment of a data use learning community?
Administrators and teachers may view the prospect of establishing a data use learning community as an arduous process; they may not believe that the process can yield results because they believe they already have an excellent and experienced teaching staff and quality instruction. They need to be convinced that the process of establishing a data use learning community can be not only enlightening, but also energizing and fun!—that it can establish stronger bonds among teachers and between teachers and administrators as they unite in their efforts to improve practice. They need to learn about other local programs’ experiences in which a data use learning community has drawn teachers closer together as they collaboratively address ways to move their programs from good to great. And, perhaps, in seeing the successes of others, local program personnel may be inspired to begin their own data use learning communities. 
Over a period of years, as the practice spreads, and more and more programs establish data use learning communities, particularly if the result is enhanced practice and improved data, the practice of sharing and using data will become institutionalized not only in local programs but throughout the state. More importantly, if the learning communities are effective, the state should realize increasingly impressive data results. But this doesn’t happen without careful planning and a deliberate effort on the part of the state to grow such an effort. This final chapter of the guide discusses the state role in kicking off this process and in sustaining the effort.
[bookmark: _Toc313450068]The State’s Role
The state adult education office plays a significant role in this process—indeed, it is the catalyst for the process of building a culture of data use at the local level. The state must encourage the creation of a shared vision among state and local programs related to a culture that values and uses data. This is no small feat. If the state is serious about encouraging locals to use data, the state must have an action plan that it follows for moving the process along. 
[bookmark: _Toc313450069]The State’s Plan of Action
It may take several years for locals and the state to speak with one voice about a common vision and goal—but it can happen. The journey must begin at the state office with each member of the state team contributing to the effort in a coordinated way. The state office can promote the vision, provide training, offer resources, and serve as a clearinghouse for best practices, resources, and training; it can be a conduit for sharing effective practices so that local programs learn from each other. 
To accomplish this, the state needs to develop and implement an action plan. Elements of the state plan are not limited to but may include the following:
Creating a statewide shared vision related to a culture of data use
Questions the state team can reflect on include the following:
How can we encourage local interest in, and promote a statewide vision for, data use? 
Will we have a planning meeting of state staff to determine roles and responsibilities of each staff member related to promoting the vision? 
Will we host a planning meeting of all local program administrators and make them part of the process of developing the vision? 
Will we use newsletters and other hard copy publications, eNewsletters, Web sites, blogs, Webinars, and/or conferences to get the word out? 
What will we ask local program administrators to do to ensure that the vision reaches all staff? 
What data will we use to make the case that we need to address specific issues?
Examining the state data system to determine if changes are needed to ensure that locals have real-time access to their data
Questions the state team can reflect on include the following:
Does the state’s data system need refinements? 
Does it allow local programs to have real-time access to their data? 
Are reporting functions flexible enough to allow local staff to query data and run reports on information that is of importance to them?
If not, are there changes we can make? 
What technical support do we need to make this happen? 
What resources can we put in to improving our data system? 
What timeline can we plan for in making these changes?
Providing professional development opportunities for local programs on data quality, data use, and the process for establishing a data use learning community
Questions the state team can reflect on include the following:
Can the state offer a series of professional development opportunities to local programs on data quality and use as well as on establishing a learning community?
Does the state have resources for such training? 
What methods will be used to deliver the training (e.g., face-to-face workshops, Webinars, online courses, electronic discussion groups)? 
Who can facilitate training for each delivery method?
Will the state reimburse participants’ travel or time invested in the training, or will the state provide some other incentives to encourage local personnel to attend?
How will the state advertise self-study and online courses on data offered through the NRS project?
Will the state ask local programs to develop an agency professional development plan related to data quality and data use?
Providing support and guidance to local data use learning communities
Questions the state team can reflect on include the following:
How will the state support local programs that establish data use learning communities?
Will there be a state staff member whose responsibility is to monitor and respond to questions from local data use learning communities?
Will the state search for and publish on its Web site or through other means current articles and research findings on learning communities, creating a culture of data use, and other relevant topics?
Will the state tie incentive funding to local programs that establish data use learning communities?
What mechanisms will the state use to publicize the successes of local data use learning communities?
Sustaining communication through various technologies
Questions the state team can reflect on include the following:
How will the state continue to keep the learning communities initiative strong?
Will it publish a booklet of promising practices or highlight these on its Web site?
Will it have a staff member facilitate discussions on a statewide electronic discussion list?
Will it pose problems encountered by one learning community and encourage other learning communities to share suggested solutions?
How will the state encourage the establishment of new learning communities (i.e., from local programs that have been slow to react to the movement across the state)?
Will the state host a panel of local learning communities at the state conference and ask each learning community to share its successes?
Will the state feature one learning community each month on its Web site or in each edition of the state adult education newsletter?
[bookmark: _Toc313450070]In Summary: Building a Statewide Culture of Data Use
All stakeholders in the adult education program—from students to teachers to administrators to funders—depend on getting and using reliable information because decisions that each stakeholder makes is dependent on the integrity of the information. Students use feedback on test results to measure progress toward their goals; teachers use data to track student progress and make decisions about instructional approaches; administrators use data to track class and teacher progress and identify areas for improvement; funders use data to determine if they are investing in effective programs, to allocate resources, and to showcase effective practices.
Information derived from adult education program data reflects reality—what is actually happening in a program. Information gathered from the data produces knowledge—it reflects a program’s strengths and it highlights areas for improvement. Local staff members must understand the issues involved in accurate data collection and reporting. They must know why and how data are collected. They must have access to the data they need, and they must know how to analyze and use that data to make decisions about improving their practice. The data must be accessible, of high quality, and easily understood. But it is not likely that staff members operating in isolation will spend time to access program data, analyze and interpret the data, and make a plan for improving their practice. Moreover, it is not likely that every local program administrator knows how to provide guidance to staff in reviewing their class and program data; indeed, it is not even likely that every local program administrator wants to spend time in such pursuits. The state’s influence in promoting a vision, providing training, and sharing knowledge is critical.
The learning community model responds to the issue of individual staff members’ working in isolation by providing a model for collaborative problem solving. It encourages staff to come together to reflect together on their practice and to test interventions that can lead to improved practice and improved data results. Expanding technology options enhances collaboration and allows staff who work across different sites (or across the state) on different schedules to actively participate in and contribute to a learning community. As community members work together, they find that the collaborative learning process encourages teams to combine their thoughts to create something larger than a collection of individual ideas. The data use learning community is organized to get results.
In the end, when data use learning communities operate successfully across the state, there are many winners. The state will find that it can speak of improved data results; local programs and teachers can delight in new learning and boast of improved practice; and students can take pride in achieving their educational goals—and that’s exactly what adult education is all about! 
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