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GETTING READY FOR VALUE-ADDED ANALYSIS 
 
Create a Climate for Success  
 
A good beginning often determines the ending. And, so it is with creating a positive 
learning climate for teachers around the appropriate use of data.   
 
For example, in one of Dr. Bill Sanders’ early appearances in Ohio to talk about value-
added data, he met with approximately 80 teachers. They knew little of Dr. Sanders and 
less about his groundbreaking methodology and research around teacher quality. The 
superintendent, who had invited Dr. Sanders, kicked off the meeting by informing the 
audience that Dr. Sanders’ research had confirmed the critical importance of teacher 
quality to help children learn.  
 
Paradoxically, the superintendent acknowledged the anxiety that would be created 
when you begin to understand how Dr. Sanders knew that teachers make a difference. 
Nonetheless, the session was filled with questions, greater understanding and 
acceptance of the value-added approach to analyze test results. The superintendent 
made it clear that the session was about learning, not blaming. 
 
Most educators have had little or no in-service training around data use for classroom 
improvement. Given the robust data set that comes from No Child Left Behind’s annual 
testing requirements, teachers now are inundated, challenged and threatened by all of 
the results. How teachers and other school leaders approach the use of all student data, 
especially value-added information, will have lasting results. Creating a positive learning 
climate for teachers around understanding and using student data is critical. 
 
Think about the last time you learned something new that was challenging or important. 
Did it come quickly? Probably not. Were you encouraged to ask questions? Hopefully. 
Did you get time to practice the skills in a risk-free environment? If so, the learning 
probably was enhanced.  
 
How school leaders organize, plan and implement staff development around student 
data is critical. The following are a few ideas to consider when getting started.                                                                                                                          
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If the Leader Thinks It Is Important, Others Will Too  
The truth is what the boss invests time in, talks about and acts on has enormous impact 
on everyone’s everyday work. If he or she continually demonstrates that data analysis is 
an important tool in improving student learning, then the school staff also will come to 
believe this. For example, one superintendent asks principals several questions about 
their student performance data before each monthly administrative team meeting. This 
important discussion item on the agenda each month is a not so subtle reminder that 
principals must be prepared to talk about improving student achievement. 
 
Acknowledging significant progress in schools, grade levels or subject areas reinforces 
the notion. Additionally, data are far more likely to be used positively if threats are 
removed. Teachers need to feel compelled to review, analyze and apply data to 
improve their practice.  
 
Expectations Need Support 
It is not enough to pay attention to results and then expect others to do the same. To 
make sure that teachers use data, provide them with opportunities to learn how and 
practice examining examples of how data can make a difference. Relevance matters a 
lot. Expecting without supporting is akin to driving a car with the horn. It makes a lot of 
noise, but doesn’t get you anywhere. Support means training, professional 
development, time to learn and collaborate with peers and offering opportunities to 
improve. Support does get you somewhere. 
 
Acknowledge Success 
Nothing ensures success like success. What are the stories from teachers who have 
confronted data in your district, made changes and improved student performance? 
Most teachers get their best ideas from other teachers. Thus, it is important to ensure 
that there are opportunities for real sharing and learning based upon data and results.  
 
It is not enough to simply ask people to share, but create opportunities with early 
pioneers who have made the changes that you are encouraging others to make. What 
teacher doesn’t want to be successful with students? Teachers respond well to ideas 
and approaches that have worked for others. 
 
Emphasize Student Benefits 
Change cannot be for the sake of change. Part of creating a successful professional 
learning environment for teachers is to help them reflect on their own motivation. Most 
teachers are not motivated by data, but they are committed to helping students learn.  
 
School leaders must help others feel less threatened by change and demonstrate how 
using value-added data can assist them in doing what they do best – helping students. 
School leaders’ efforts must show the link between what you are asking teachers to 
learn and how students can benefit. 
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Your attitude and actions around creating a positive learning climate for teachers to use 
value-added data will ensure its success or failure. Modeling, acknowledging, sharing, 
expecting and supporting are powerful tools in your toolbox to help teachers make  
this transition.  
 
The purpose in applying data is not to prove, but rather to improve. The goal in 
reviewing results is not to name, blame and shame, but rather to help others uncover, 
discover and recover.  
 
This doesn’t mean you don’t address the challenges that are revealed in student results 
head on. It does mean that how you approach this data will make all the difference. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

www.BattelleforKids.org 
Copyright©2006. Battelle for Kids. 

 

4 

Develop Your Understanding of Value-Added  
 
Value-added analysis provides a tool for assessing where and for whom school 
programs, curriculum and/or instruction are working effectively. This tool, when applied 
correctly, provides annual strategic planning information that can help you work with 
your teachers to accelerate student learning in your school. As an instructional leader, 
your understanding of this information is critical. This toolkit contains multiple resources 
to assist you in your own understanding of value-added analysis and to build your skills 
in navigating and interpreting value-added reporting. Beyond this toolkit, there are other 
kinds of support to help you effectively use value-added information. In order to develop 
your own understanding, it is important to assess your current level of readiness and to 
identify resources that can help you expand your knowledge and expertise. There are 
three levels of assessment. 
 
Level I: Awareness 
Value-added analysis creates a paradigm shift in the way educators think about 
schools. Historically, schools have been judged based only on the students’ 
achievement level. Helping educators understand progress the difference between 
progress and achievement is essential.  
 
• Can you distinguish the difference between progress and achievement? 
 
Experienced educators have seen reform initiatives come and go over time. As a result, 
there is natural resistance to change. To overcome this resistance, it is essential for you 
to help all stakeholders understand the benefits of this new technology. 
 
• Can you describe the benefits of value-added information for various  
 education stakeholders? 
 
When discussing value-added measures, educators often try to use common 
achievement factors to explain value-added results. Your role as a school leader will 
require you to help identify the difference between factors that influence achievement 
and those that influence progress. 
 
• Can you provide a rationale for the use of value-added information to improve 

teaching and learning for all students? 
 
If you answered no to any of the questions above, it may be helpful for you to use 
Module II, An Introduction to Value-Added Progress Measures. This module contains 
two useful resources — an introductory DVD and complementary brochure. These 
resources will provide you with the information you need to build your awareness and 
the awareness of your staff. 
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Level II: Understanding 
You do not need to be a statistician to understand and use value-added reporting. 
However, it is important to have a conceptual understanding of the analysis. This 
understanding is necessary for you to dig deeply into the analysis and to be able to 
handle the questions that will arise as you begin to share value-added with other 
education stakeholders. 
 
• In general terms, can you describe how to calculate academic growth? 
• Can you conceptually describe how a school’s influence on student growth  

can be estimated? 
• Can you identify the value-added approach used in your state? 
 
Value-added information has enormous diagnostic value but it is diagnostic at a level 
that is unfamiliar to teachers. Typically “diagnostic information” is information that is 
particular to the strengths and weaknesses of individual students. Value-added 
information is diagnostic at the aggregate level. It provides reliable information on the 
overall effectiveness of the instructional program with respect to different student 
subgroups. Your ability to describe and demonstrate to stakeholders the new 
information contained in value-added reporting will be an important step in creating a 
rationale for the use of value-added analysis in your district or building.  
 
• Can you describe the different types of value-added reports available to users? 
• Can you describe the benefits of the different reports? 
 
Historically, research has minimized schools’ and teachers’ impact on student 
achievement. Over the past decade much of what educators believed to be true about 
factors that limit student success have been proven false. Current research, utilizing 
value-added analysis, has demonstrated the important effect teachers have on student 
learning. Your understanding of this research and your ability to explain it can be very 
helpful in garnering support from education stakeholders who are familiar with past 
educational research. 
 
• Can you describe how value-added analysis has changed educators’ understanding 

of the teaching/learning process? 
• Using current research, can you identify factors that influence student learning?  
 
If you answered no to any of these questions it may be helpful for you to use Module III, 
Understanding Value-Added Analysis. This module contains a CD-ROM with three 
presentations: Understanding Value-Added Analysis; Understanding the Factors Linked 
to Student Learning and Understanding Value-Added Calculations. This module also 
contains several case studies and a glossary of terms that may be helpful and several 
practice activities to enhance your learning. 
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Level III: Application 
All emerging technologies require users to develop new skills to effectively make use of 
the technology. With value-added information, there are at least two critical skill sets.  
One set of skills is pedagogical in nature.   
• Can you effectively and efficiently explore and understand value-added information?  
• Can you teach others to do the same?  The second set of skills is all about 

connecting value-added information with larger school improvement frameworks.   
• Can you use value-added information as a starting point for school improvement?   
 
Exploring, Interpreting and Sharing Value-Added Information with Others 
Building leaders must have the ability to efficiently access and navigate their way 
through their Web-based value-added reports. Each report delivers information at a 
different level of analysis. Building leaders must be able to locate the reports they need 
to uncover the information that matters.  
 
• Can you access the Web-based reporting system that houses your school’s  

value-added reports? 
• Can you describe the information contained in various reports? 
• Can you successfully navigate between reports, buildings, grade levels, students 

and subject areas? 
 
Successfully interpreting value-added reports takes practice. Developing a process for 
reviewing your value-added information can be helpful. Simple tips like starting with the 
most global information can help you develop your skills. Drawing meaning from the 
basic reports requires a basic understanding of the analysis, the ability to make simple 
comparisons, and an understanding of the terminology used in the reports. It also is 
important to be aware of common pitfalls that can potentially mask information or lead 
you to false conclusions. Developing your skill in interpreting reports will be important to 
your success in becoming an instructional leader. 
 
• Can you identify the relative strengths and weaknesses in your building? 
• Can you explain the information on value-added reports to others? 
• Can you identify common misconceptions about value-added reporting? 
 
The Web-based value-added system is interactive. It provides users the ability to search 
for specific information and generate custom reports. For experienced users, this can 
provide answers to questions not found in the basic reporting.  
 
• Can you search for students that satisfy particular parameters? 
• Can you customize diagnostic reports to capture information on a specific  

student subgroup? 
• Can you compare the percentage of buildings with similar demographics? 
 
Finally, building leaders must be able to share this important information with other 
school staff members. All school staff members do not need to master every aspect of 
this system. It is important, however, that everyone understands what value-added 
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information is and how this information is different from the achievement data that has 
been previously available to educators.   
 
• Can you help your staff develop a conceptual understanding of value-added? 
• Can you provide an overview to your staff of your school’s value-added information? 
• Can you hold grade level and/or department meetings to share value-added 

information specific to the grade level or department? 
 

If you answered no to any of these questions, it may be helpful for you to use Module 
IV, Navigating & Interpreting Value-Added Reports. This module contains an interactive 
CD-ROM, a Quick Start Guide and User Manual. There also are practice activities to 
improve your skills and to teach the value-added concept to others. 
 
Connecting Value-Added Analysis with Larger School Improvement Frameworks 
A second set of skills is about effectively using this information for the purpose of school 
improvement. Value-added analysis should not be used in isolation. It should be 
connected with other data sets to support school improvement efforts. Building leaders 
must be able to sit down with staff members and help them:  
 
1. Understand the data that are meaningful to them;  
2. Explore what they are doing to produce identified strengths and weaknesses; and 
3. Produce goals and action plans to help staff members expand areas of strength and 

mediate areas of weakness.  
 
• Can you help staff subgroups to follow particular threads through their  
 value-added information? 
• Can you lead staff subgroups through a discussion of the factors that may be 

producing the results you see in your value-added information? 
• Can you help subgroups of your staff to set goals and create action plans and 

accountabilities that will allow them to expand on areas of strength and mediate 
areas of weakness? 

 
If you answered no to any of these questions, it may be helpful for you to use the 
planning information that immediately follows this section.   
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Develop a Plan  
 
The biggest room in any school is the room for improvement. As a team of school 
leaders, your number one priority is deciding how this room should be furnished and 
maintained.   
• What should be added?   
• What should be left alone?   
• When is the right time to rearrange the furniture?   
• When is it time to clean house?   
 
None of these decisions is easy, but all of them leave you with a better, more functional 
space.     
 
Conceptually, school improvement is a simple matter—assess where you are, decide 
where you want to be and take action to close the gap. But the reality of this process is 
neither simple nor routine. And surprisingly, the biggest hurdle is the first task—
assessing where you are. Because of the inherent complexity of teaching and learning 
processes, it has been difficult to accurately assess current reality. What is working 
well?  What is not? What are the current strengths that can be leveraged? What are the 
weaknesses that need addressed? 
 
This is where value-added information enters the picture. Unlike any other tool 
available, value-added information tells you which programs and processes are 
maximizing growth and which are not. Without this essential tool, it is difficult to set the 
right goals for the right kinds of improvement.   
 
To enable your staff to effectively use this tool, building leaders should establish plans 
along at least three dimensions. Your leadership team should plan how you will: 
1. Assess the school readiness to use data and information for school improvement.  
2. Teach basic value-added concepts to your school’s professional staff. 
3. Institutionalize value-added measures into your system by working with grade level 

and/or departmental teams to: 1) make sense of their data, including value-added 
and other student performance data; 2) explore the factors that may be producing 
the results; and 3) produce subgroup specific goals for improvement. 

 
Assessing Your Readiness 
Before introducing value-added concepts to your staff, it is important to spend some 
time assessing their readiness to move forward. This assessment will inform, not only 
the substance of what must be taught, but also the processes that should be used.  
Keep in mind that deficits cannot be viewed as roadblocks. They are, however, things to 
keep in mind and work on as the school improvement process moves forward.  
 
Setting the Stage  
Educators work today in a world that is markedly different than it was 15 to 20 years 
ago.  This difference is, at least in part, the result of trends that go well beyond the  
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borders of the United States. Perhaps the most important of these trends is 
globalization. Jobs that once provided high wages for relatively low skilled workers have 
either been eliminated or are in the process of being eliminated. These large-scale 
economic changes have been chronicled in many places, including Thomas Friedman’s 
book, The World is Flat. As Friedman suggests, this is not a trend that can be reversed. 
Instead, our institutions must find ways of accommodating and getting in step with these 
changes. If we don’t, this may be the first time in history that prospects for children are 
bleaker than for their parents. Globalization has fundamentally changed the nature of 
the opportunities and challenges that today’s students face as they enter the work force.  
 
Standards-based education is one of the responses to this changing world. Standards 
are an acknowledgment that the education system can no longer accommodate low 
skilled citizens. This reality has an enormous impact on our country’s educational 
institutions. Unlike 20 years ago, the expectation now is that schools will succeed with 
every child. In a standards-based world, all students must exit the educational system 
with the understandings, skills and dispositions they need to be successful in a world 
that is shifting underneath their feet. More than ever, students must experience success 
in school, if they are to find success in life. 
 
Standards-based education has three immediate implications for teachers. First, 
standards define the school curriculum. Teachers are no longer responsible for deciding 
“what” to teach. Every state in the country now has a comprehensive set of 
achievement targets that define what students are expected to know and be able to do.   
 
Second, the bell-shaped curve that defined yesterday’s expectations has been replaced 
by the “j-curve.” This is a fundamental shift in how schools do business.  In the old 
reality, it was entirely appropriate that some students experienced success and others 
experienced failure. Those who were successful went on to college and to high-skilled 
jobs, those who were not, still had the opportunity to pursue low-skilled jobs that paid a 
living wage. Today, there are few low-skilled jobs that pay a living wage. The j-curve 
describes a system in which all students must meet standards. These new ground rules 
are apparent in the No Child Left Behind Act. This law dictates that by 2014 all high 
school graduates will be able to demonstrate academic proficiency.  
 
A third important implication of standards-based education is accountability. Twenty 
years ago, the only people held accountable for academic failure were students. The 
accountabilities inherent in a standards-based system spread this responsibility more 
broadly. Educators now are held responsible for their students’ failures. In today’s world, 
a good teacher is one who finds ways to help all children be successful. 
 
These fundamental shifts have produced a new foundation upon which educators must 
build their careers. It is out of this foundation that value-added analysis and data-based 
decision making have arisen. In the paragraphs that follow, four essential building 
blocks of successful schools are described. 
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Creating a Continuous Improvement Mindset  
Educators in a standards-based world must embrace the credo of “continuous 
improvement.”  It is no longer good enough to be average and to stay average. 
Teachers and administrators must work jointly throughout their careers to improve the 
quality of learning that all students receive. Collectively, students not only need to learn 
more, they also need to learn better.   
 
School leaders must challenge teachers to adopt a continuous improvement mindset 
and then support their efforts to get better. This support includes providing useful 
feedback, providing time for people to talk, share and learn from each other, and 
providing frameworks that allow teachers to assess their effectiveness and to set 
reasonable, but serious, school improvement goals. 
 
Data-Based Improvement Measures    
It is one thing to believe in continuous improvement, it is quite another to have the tools 
that support it. Without the right kinds of data and information, it is difficult to know what 
is working well and what needs to be improved. The most critical information for 
educators is real-time achievement and progress information. When this information is 
both current and reliable, it provides the necessary information to assess the status quo 
and to plan for systematic improvement.  
 
Differentiating Instruction  
When teachers have timely and reliable student progress information, they typically see 
that the current curriculum and instructional program is working better for some students 
than others. The fix for this imbalance is some form of differentiated instruction. 
Students enter a grade level with different capacities and levels of prior experience.  
Education leaders must begin to find ways to fit the system to where students are, not 
the reverse. Differentiated instruction does not mean that teachers produce a different 
lesson plan for every child. It means that teachers are aware of where children are and 
what kinds of experiences students need to accelerate and deepen their learning.   
 
Creating Differentiated Professional Development Plans   
The other important revelation that has emerged from value-added information is that 
progress varies enormously from grade to grade and subject to subject. It is not unusual 
to find a 3rd grade team that is producing high gains in one curricular area, average 
gains in another and less than expected gains in still another. The 4th grade team down 
the hall, likely will have a completely different footprint with respect to the gains.  
Because strengths and weaknesses across a school are so diverse, school leaders 
must begin to think about professional development in the same way that they think 
about instruction. Professional development must be differentiated. It must fit the needs 
of the teachers for whom it is being designed.  
 
Tying These Threads Together    
A highly-effective school is one in which each of the components above are present and 
working. None of these elements by themselves are easy to achieve, but when they 






















