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Abstract

This study focus on how administrators in districts approach data and data use in education
differently. Based on data material from local policy documents, interviews with district
administrators and observations from meetings with district administrators, school leaders
and teachers, we reveal how different views on learning outcomes manifest in language use
and choice of influence attempts, calling for greater consideration and awareness of the role
of local authority in education. Our analysis shows how policy goals, as defined in key policy
documents, are transformed and adapted into varied local governing styles — sometimes
shifting the focus of primary goals in another direction, and at other times enhancing and

extending the goals.

This article addresses how administrators in districts with different quality assessment
systems use distinct approaches to data and data use in education. Especially, the analysis
emphasises how these administrators attempt to influence ‘data-use practices’. By ‘data use
practices’, we mean what happens when individuals use test scores, grades and other forms of
assessment in their work (Coburn & Turner, 2011; Spillane, 2012). The use of data for
governance purposes represents new ways for national authorities to coordinate activities

across administrative levels to improve educational quality (Altrichter & Merki, 2010;
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Skedsmo, 2009). A central component in this line of thinking is the role of local authorities as
drivers and motivators for the use of data in schools. Examining how district administrators
interpret local policy goals, as defined in key policy documents, and then act on these in
meetings with school leaders can illuminate their role as interpreters and brokers of
predefined goals. This perspective can help explain the varied local approaches to policy
goals and data use in schools and districts. Investigations on various approaches at the district
level can also allow for a nuanced understanding of institutional processes in response to the
dominant perspective in the data-use literature, which often addresses implementation,
effectiveness and how data-use practices can ideally be designed and performed (e.g. Kelly &
Downey, 2012; Wayman, Jimerson, & Cho, 2012).

Some of the most important roles played by local authorities/districts in systemic
education reform relevant for this study are as follows: (a) providing instructional leadership,
(b) reorienting the organisation, (c) establishing policy coherence and (d) maintaining an
equity focus (Rorrer, Skrla, & Scheurich, 2008). The present study focusses especially on the
first two roles. Moreover, the literature review by Rorrer et al. (2008) provides an expanded
discussion of what defines districts’ instructional leadership, drawing conclusions that are
highly relevant to this study by illustrating the multilevel complexity and wide-ranging role
of administrators, as follows:

From research on districts to date, then, we can conclude that district instructional

leadership builds capacity by coordinating and aligning [the] work of others through

communication, planning, and collaboration. . . ; monitoring goals, instruction, and
efforts to improve instruction, including increasing data accessibility, availability, and
transparency and accountability. . . ; and acquiring and targeting support for

instruction, including securing human and fiscal resources. (pp. 314-318)
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However, there has been less focus in the literature on how administrators interpret goals and
how this influences their instructional work.

To address the identified gap in the literature, we examine the facilitation of
developmental processes in schools using student performance data and student survey data
conduct an in-depth study of everyday events in district administrators’ work. One global
policy trend in education is that of improving teaching and learning by assigning
responsibility for educational change and improving students’ learning outcomes at the
municipal/district level (Farrell & Coburn, 2017). Still, researchers have overlooked the
importance of the municipal/district level in systemic education reform, although it is defined
by a ‘web of interrelated and interdependent roles, responsibilities and relationships’ (Rorrer
et al., 2008, p. 208). This also contrasts with the abundance of studies on educational
leadership; there seems to be a paucity of studies on midrange educational leadership
(Avidov-Ungar & Reingold, 2016). Furthermore, past research on data use has most often
been presented in an Anglo-American context, although the investigative modes in the fields
of data use in education vary depending on the geographic location and educational systems
(Proitz, Mausethagen, & Skedsmo, 2017).

In Norway, the municipal/district level has been given enhanced responsibility for
student outcomes, as well as for initiating and following up on school development processes.
Since the 2000s, Norway has seen an increased focus on student performance, especially in
terms of national test data. National tests were trialled for the first time in 2004, and the
National Quality Assessment System was introduced in 2005. Since 2006, all municipalities
have been required to have a local quality assessment system. The Knowledge Promotion
reform of 2006, as well as the policy documents that introduced it, reinforced deregulation
and emphasised the responsibilities of local education authorities and school leadership,

while at the same time, reiterating the importance of holding key actors in the system
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accountable (Meller & Skedsmo, 2013). This national testing has provided local authorities,
school leaders and teachers with more available information regarding students’
achievements in terms of their competences. However, there are differences among local
authorities relating to how, and to what extent, the results and their use are integrated into
local quality assessment systems and linked to other local governing tools (Aasen, Moller,
Rye, Proitz, & Hertzberg, 2012; Skedsmo & Mpgller, 2016). The expectations of the district
administrators — that they will enhance learning outcomes in a more decentralised system —
may have created a new space that enables administrators to develop different governing
styles.

The data used in this article are part of a larger longitudinal research project on data
use in Norwegian schools and municipalities. In this study, we draw on qualitative data from
two of the municipalities included in the project. The municipalities differ in terms of
geographic location, size and the quality assessment system, and they were investigated using
qualitative methods over a period of three years. Three elements have been considered in the
analysis of how district administrators attempt to influence data use in schools, as follows: (a)
administrators’ interpretations of policy goals in local key policy documents; (b)
administrators’ meaning making of the goals, data and data use in education; and (c) how
goals are formulated and enacted by the administrators in their interactions with school
leaders in data-use meetings.

We use the concepts of ‘macro’ and ‘micro’ (Daly, Finnigan, Jordan, Moolenaar, &
Che, 2012; Henig, 2012) to investigate the potential relationships between the system levels
involved (district administrator level and school leader level) in terms of policy influence and
the influence attempts exerted by administrators. From this perspective, education is
understood as inherently political and an arena for large-scale macro-political forces to put

pressure on districts to act on societal demands (Daly et al., 2012). Based on this
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understanding, the macro-level consists of various policymakers and stakeholder groups that
define the context and influence the decision-making processes of individuals in districts and
schools. It follows that there are macro-pressures on individual actors, ‘who (at the micro
level) through their own lens of values, beliefs, and experiences prioritize action, make
judgments, and leverage resources (material, skills, and social) to produce outcomes’ (Daly et
al., 2012, p. 148). A central aspect in this understanding that is relevant for this study is that
of influence exerted among levels of the education system. Especially, we are concerned with
the influence that the macro-forces have on individual administrators and how those
administrators translate defined policy goals into their influencing attempts as directed at
school leaders at the micro-level. The macro-level is defined by the formal organisation and
its message, which is codified and communicated through the strategic plans and policy
documents at the district/municipal level. The micro-level is defined by the values, ideas,
beliefs, prioritisation of actions, judgments and resources of an individual administrator at the
district level that leads to his or her various attempts at achieving interpersonal influence. By
examining the relationship between macro-policy forces of the formal system and the micro-
activities of the ‘lived organisation’ (Spillane et al., 2009) of school administrators, and by
focussing on influence, we can generate insights into variations in school administrators’
understandings and actions concerning data use as district-level actors.

The following questions guided the study:

1) How do district administrators give meaning to predefined policy goals in local

policy documents?
2) What characterises their choice of actions directed toward school leaders’ data use?
3) What are the implications for the identified adaptations and enactments made by
district administrators when compared with local policy ideals and plans for data

use in education?
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Below, we outline some key studies on data use at the district level and then go on to describe
our analytical perspective and the data and methods used in this study. Thereafter, we present
the study findings before concluding with a discussion of variations in goals and
administrators’ governing styles across different districts and administrative levels.

Data Use at the District Level

Since the early 2000s, there has been a growing interest in studying data-use practices
in schools and school districts (e.g. Coburn & Turner, 2011; Jennings, 2012; Kelly &
Downey, 2012; Little, 2012; Racherbaumer, Funke, van Ackeren, & Clausen, 2013;
Schildkamp, Karbautzki, & Vanhoof, 2014; Spillane, 2012). One general finding in the
literature on data use is that the ways in which data are employed depend on factors related to
organisational routines, such as access to data, time, resources, leadership and norms of
interaction (Coburn & Turner, 2011; Farrell & Coburn, 2017). Empirically, the relationships
among various actors and education system levels in educational change, as well as
developmental processes, are rather complex. Studies have shown that standardised test
results can be considered useful by local authorities/districts for monitoring purposes,
although school leaders and teachers often experience challenges in using these data (Aasen
et al., 2012; Datnow, Park, & Kennedy-Lewis, 2012; Park, Daly, & Guerra, 2012). Therefore,
initiatives taken at higher administrative levels do not necessarily lead to changes in existing
practices in schools and classrooms.

Studies on the work of local authorities or at the district level regarding data use
typically highlight variations in schools’ approaches to data use. Examples include whether
there is a policy on data use and if it is an activity that is prioritised, supported or even
coerced by local school authorities (Kerr, Marsh, Ikemoto, Darilek, & Barney, 2006; Miller,
2010). These studies are also concerned with how different local and organisational cultures

frame, foster or hinder data use in schools. For example, some studies have focussed on how
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a high degree of coercion linked to control seems to weaken the development of productive
organisational cultures for data use (Coburn & Turner, 2011; Wayman et al., 2012; Young,
2006; Young & Kim, 2010). Furthermore, strong leadership and the coherency of goals are of
great importance for enhancing a district’s use of data (Parke, 2012). The ‘coherency of
goals’ refers to having a focussed and coordinated set of goals; however, such coherency is
also seen as especially challenging to achieve because district administrators often work in
small organisational units and cooperate with units in other districts to varying degrees. Such
organisational aspects can create a misalignment across administrative levels. Professional
ties can also influence the coherency of goals, as administrators could consider the initiatives
for which they are responsible as being beyond their realm of expertise, for example, in
relation to school leaders (Parke, 2012).

A substantial body of literature has already demonstrated how data-use practices, in
combination with leaders who emphasise accountability and students’ learning outcomes,
contribute to narrowing the scope of educational goals (e.g. Hallett, 2010; Valli & Buese,
2007). However, since such research is mainly conducted at the school level, we know less
about the processes influencing and shaping what is going on at the district level and between
the district and school levels. Characteristic of the overall literature on data use is its
emphasis on the organisation of data-use practices and how this should best be done to
develop and secure these practices (Proitz et al., 2017). In contrast, little emphasis has been
placed on how local policies are enacted in interactive processes between administrators and
local policy documents, on the one hand, and administrators and schools on the other.

Analytical Framework

In this article, analytical perspectives on learning outcomes are combined with the

concepts of attempts at interpersonal influence and actors’ primary and secondary goals.

Given that local policy goals in Norway are very often framed as outcomes in accordance
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with the national curriculum and national regulations expressing what students should know
and master, analytical perspectives on learning outcomes have been chosen as an overarching
frame for the intended work and actions defined both at the macro and micro levels. It is not
clear how learning outcomes are to be understood, as they often communicate the results of
educational efforts while also setting out the premises for the resulting learning activities —
the processes. In short, distinct traditions underpin different understandings and uses of
learning outcomes, leading to debate over whether they are mainly limited to expressions of
performance or if they include broader educational process goals (Preitz, 2010, 2014).

The lack of conceptual clarity has been identified as a problem by some practitioners
(cf. Kennedy, 2006), while others have warned against definitive and narrow learning
outcomes, as these may limit the interpretive space needed in education practice (Havnes &
Preitz, 2016; Lundgren, 2006). Studies on learning outcomes have shown that there is one
established and dominant understanding of learning outcomes that is usually employed in
policy settings and policy documents (Hargreaves & Moore, 2000; Hopmann, 2008;
Lassnigg, 2012; Lawn, 2011; Ozga, 2009; Preitz, 2014). This involves understanding
learning outcomes as the end product of education, which Kennedy et al. (2007) define as ‘a
written statement of what the successful learner is expected to be able to know, understand
and or be able to demonstrate after a completion of a process of learning’ (p. 5). Parallel to
this, there is ongoing scholarly debate contesting this dominant understanding, suggesting
other definitions and perceptions, often with a certain emphasis on the more process-oriented
aspects of working with learning outcomes (Allan, 1996; Eisner, 2005; Hargreaves & Moore,
2000; Havnes & Proitz, 2016; James & Brown, 2005; Preitz, 2010). These studies have
shown how different understandings of learning outcomes relate to different
conceptualisations of learning and what is valued and validated as learning in education with

consequences for what are considered relevant assessment approaches. For example, Proitz
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(2014) focussed on positions related to more behaviourist, versus more constructivist,
approaches to learning.

Diverse meanings and potentials have been ascribed to the concept of learning
outcomes, which is seen as encompassing various purposes and called on to serve the
agendas of both policy and pedagogy (Preitz, 2014). A characteristic demarcation line
between these perspectives can be found in variations of purposes for working with learning
outcomes, a more ‘managerial-oriented’ approach that focusses on the results of education for
quality assurance, accountability and control purposes, and a more ‘pedagogical-oriented’
approach that focusses on education planning, assessment, learning and processes. These two
perspectives also differ in their approaches to learning: Whereas the former often emphasises
a more closed and narrow understanding of learning outcomes, the latter stresses a more
open, broader understanding (Proitz, 2014). With this frame of reference, the present study
analyses potential variations in approaches to learning outcomes at the district policy level
through the meaning making of district administrators and in their dialogues with school
leaders on data use. Further, as the study aims for a closer analysis of the work of district
administrators in the intersection between the district and school levels, concepts and
perspectives that enable the study of administrators’ motivations and ambitions to influence
actions through interaction are central. This approach has been selected to enable a study that
both includes the multiplicity of administrators’ roles and responsibilities (Rorrer et al., 2008)
and considers the relational aspects of administrators’ work, such as variations in the use of
support and coercion, which are currently missing in the field of data-use research (Kerr et
al., 2006; Miller, 2010). It also considers whether a varied focus on accountability and
student learning outcomes contributes to narrowing the scope of educational goals, as shown
in school leadership research (e.g. Hallett, 2010; Valli & Buese, 2007). We also seek to

determine the degree to which organisational factors can create misalignments across
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administrative levels (Parke, 2012). Thus, in this study, perspectives on attempts at
interpersonal influence (Dillard, Segrin, & Harden, 1989; Schrader & Dillard, 1998) are used
for an in-depth analysis of how administrators interpret, translate and adapt to macro-forces
of accountability, for example, as defined in key policy documents and regulations. We also
analyse learning outcomes and data use in their micro-decisions and choices on interaction
with school leaders. The theory of influence takes several distinct functions of goals in
communication as its point of departure, for instance, that goals are a driving force in
planning, and thus, they make action possible. As school administrators are expected to exert
influence over school leaders and school development based on defined goals, the
administrators’ interpretations of policy goals and their attempts to influence their school
leaders based on defined goals are a focal point of this study’s analysis.

Goals ‘provide culturally viable explanations for the behaviour[s] of actors and
observers’ (Schrader & Dillard, 1998, p. 277). One example of this is how people typically
relate accounts of their achievements by directly or indirectly referring to their goals. There
are varying types of goals, and they often have to do with the situation in which the goals
were defined and used in the first place. Goals also vary in importance. If a goal is viewed as
important enough to motivate an action, it will pass meaning to the interaction, and thus,
reflect its function as a type of goal (Schrader & Dillard, 1998). Therefore, goals can be
divided into the primary and secondary categories. A primary goal motivates planning and
action, as it explains what the action is about and what the actor is trying to achieve.
However, as Schrader and Dillard (1998) clarified, the pursuit and adoption of primary goals
often leads to the consideration of secondary goals. Secondary goals stand in contrast to
primary goals, as they typically delimit the options to act. Secondary goals include those
related to self-concepts and morals, personal standards (identity goals), goals concerned with

social appropriateness and concerns (interaction goals) and goals that focus on increasing and
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maintaining valued relationships (relational resource goals; Dillard et al., 1989; Feng &
Wilson, 2004; Schrader & Dillard, 1998). The relationship between primary and secondary
goals primarily concerns priorities and interpersonal influence, thereby making the ‘influence
goal’ the primary one. However, such goals are not necessarily stable, and primary and
secondary goals should first and foremost be considered discursive practices. With this in
mind, studying how different actors negotiate goals could open up avenues for investigating
how both primary and secondary goals change over time, as well as how the ability to ‘define
reality’ is affected by various contextual factors, including power issues (Feng & Wilson,
2004).
Methods and Materials

The data used in this article are part of a larger, ongoing research project on the use of
data in Norwegian districts and schools. In this study, data from two districts and two of their
schools are presented and analysed. These districts and schools were selected based on their
differences in terms of geographical location (rural and urban), size (small and large) and
type of quality assessment system (under development and highly sophisticated). The
selection of these cases can be characterised as purposeful, and to a certain extent, of
maximum variation, where the purpose is ‘documenting unique or diverse variations that
have emerged in adapting to different conditions, and to identify important common patterns
that cut across variations’ (Palinkas et al., 2015, p. 534). As the selected districts represent
well-known characteristics of districts in Norway, they can be regarded as providing relevant
examples of practices in the Norwegian context. Moreover, it could be argued that there is
little overall difference, since schools in Norway use the same curriculum, laws and
regulations, and all schools are obliged to participate in national tests and evaluations.
Further, all Norwegian teacher education is guided by national frameworks, and professional

development has become increasingly centralised. Although this study’s results cannot be
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generalised to a larger population of districts, administrators or school leaders, the study does
offer analytical generalisations by providing transparency and theoretical interpretations
involving a reasoned judgement about the extent to which its results can be used as a guide
for predicting what might happen in similar contexts (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).

In Norway, local municipal authorities govern all primary and secondary schools.
Although Norwegian education is state governed, the country’s 426 (as of 01/01/17)
municipalities have always been characterised by a certain degree of autonomy: They are
local authorities with regulatory and decision-making powers, elected political bodies and
employed administration, and they operate under their own budgets and local rules (Aasen et
al., 2012; Tranvik & Selle, 2006). Although Norwegian districts have a long tradition of local
autonomy, they are obliged to provide education in accordance with the Norwegian
Education Act and the regulations that follow from it, as well as the national curriculum and
national regulations for assessment; moreover, they must report the results for monitoring
purposes. This reflects the national governance of the publicly funded Norwegian education
system, which aims to ensure the continuation of long-standing values and traditions of
inclusion and students’ rights to equal education. However, recent studies have shown the
difficulty of upholding these values across the country; moreover, local variations persist, in
terms of structural and organisational elements — as well as schools’ assessment results —
despite measures taken to address them (Aasen et al., 2012; Steffensen, Ekren, Zachrisen, &
Kirkebgen, 2017). This study investigates these local variations through the exemplary cases
of two districts that are similar in terms of being subject to the same national regulations,
such as the national curriculum and guidelines, National Education Act and supplementary
regulations, but which also differ along several dimensions in terms of their numbers of

students and schools, geographic location, structure and organisation and results.
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To investigate data use as it occurs between levels of policy and practice, and at the
district and school levels, this study draws on various sets of data, such as documents,
interview transcripts and field notes from observations collected over a period of three years.
To enable a study of the facilitation of data use in developmental processes that goes beyond
organisational structures and routines, the choice was made to emphasise data that allow for
‘zooming in’ on an analysis of meaning making and interaction (Horn & Little, 2010; Little,
2012). This leads to a certain focus on language, the choice of wording and text, both in
formal writing and as expressed in interviews, conversations in meetings (micro-level) and in
combination with an analysis of policy documents (macro-level). In the following, the three
types of data used in this study are described.

Documentary Material

The analysis draws on policy documents produced by the two municipal/district
administrations, data from interviews with two district administrators and observation data
from data-use meetings between district administrators and school leaders. The key district
policy documents include municipal webpages, annual reports, action plans, annual budgets,
strategic plans and municipal plans and governing cycles. From an initial total corpus of
about 200 pages of documents, roughly 100 proved to be relevant for in-depth analysis. The
annual municipal reports are the main sources of the material presented. The purpose of the
document analysis was limited to identifying the priorities and goals set by the municipalities
and those administrators were expected to pursue in their work with school development;
thus, the work here does not aim to be a full policy analysis. The analyses of these
overarching macro-concepts of district learning outcomes were conducted via a process of
first skimming the documents to identify relevant content and then taking the next step of
engaging in a closer, in-depth reading, interpretation and analysis of the text (Bowen, 2009).

The focus of this process was on understanding how learning outcomes are described in
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district policy documents that aim to drive and motivate interaction (Feng & Wilson, 2004;
Schrader & Dillard, 1998). The documents used are not cited; this choice was made to avoid
compromising the anonymity of the municipalities. Instead, they have been given the
pseudonyms District A and District B.

Interview Materials

The local administrators were interviewed in 2015/2016!. All the interviews were
recorded and transcribed verbatim. A semi-structured interview guide was used that was
organised thematically around questions concerning the administrators’ professional
backgrounds and in-service experiences; what they consider their most important work;
descriptions of characteristics of data use in the district administration, as seen in relation to
school development; the use of data in dialogues with school leaders; and the administrators’
views on and practices of data use.

Both administrators recently assumed their positions and had school leadership
backgrounds. They were responsible for 11 (District B) and 21 (District A) primary and
secondary schools. While one of the administrators reports directly to the chief district
executive, the other reports to the chief district education officer. These differences reflect the
sizes of the municipalities and their available resources in terms of staff and support systems.
Despite this variation, their work is largely similar concerning their responsibilities connected
to district policy, regulations, budgets and the overall administrative system. The analysis of
the interviews provides insight into the administrators’ meaning making and directs attention
to modifications of the macro-policies that may shape the administrators’ ideas on how best

to influence school leaders to work with data.

! The study was registered by the Norwegian Data Protection Official for Research, and all
the district administrators and school leaders gave their written consent to participate in the
study.
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Observation Materials

The data-use meetings initiated by the district administrators with school leaders were
observed in 2015/2016. The meetings can be seen as strategic arenas for examining data-use
practices: Not only do they entail interaction, but they also have become a means for
organising these interactions (Horn & Little, 2010; Little, 2012). An observation protocol
developed and used in earlier data-use studies was applied (Spillane, 2012). The protocol
covers a range of potential elements in the meetings, from descriptive data on when the
meeting was held and who attended, what happened in the room and who led the meeting, to
what the goal of the meeting was, special assignments, why assignments were made, who
talked more/less, the participants’ roles, how they supported their positions and how the
meeting ended. The inclusion of two observers enabled discussion and calibration of the
observations. The meetings were often referred to as ‘result meetings’, ‘result dialogue
meetings’ or ‘development meetings’. Such meetings occurred regularly and were part of the
school year’s district governing cycle. The frequency of these meetings varied between the
administrators, from once a month to once or twice per semester. The meetings covered
various themes, but they were largely related to the publication of national assessments and
surveys, such as the results of the national tests, which are released in late autumn. The types
of meetings that were observed for this study placed a certain focus on the results of the
Norwegian national tests. However, the data discussed were also considered, for example, in
relation to the national exams.
Three Steps of Analysis

The analysis employed the following three steps: First, key local policy documents
were analysed with a focus on defining policy goals (primary goals). Second, transcripts of
the interviews with the district administrators were analysed for identifying their

interpretations of the policy goals in relation to their thoughts on influence attempts and the
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planned interactions in data-use practices. Third, how the administrators enacted their
educational goals in their meetings with school leaders was analysed, with a specific analytic
focus on relevant episodes (Schrader & Dillard, 1998).

Findings

The district administrations’ policy goals, as defined in key policy documents and as
adapted and enacted by their district administrators in interviews and meetings, are presented
in this section. We have identified approaches to learning outcomes in the micro-meaning-
making efforts of the two district administrators and further identified varied approaches and
influence attempts in the enactment of data use in meetings with school leaders.

The policy goals described in the documents are highlighted, along with the influence
attempts by the administrators as described in the interviews and enacted in the meetings. In
the table 1 below, the main goal structures and influence attempts, as identified through the
material from the three data sources, are summarised. The table presents extracts from the
material, including quotations from the policy documents, snippets from the interviews and
observed influence attempts described in the field notes. Thereafter, a closer analysis of the
data collected in the two districts, with a specific emphasis on the enactment of data-use

practices as they took place in the data-use meetings, is presented.
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Table 1. Overview of policy goals (learning outcomes) and influence attempts exemplified by

extracts from documents, transcripts of interviews and field notes from meetings.

District A District B
Documents
Policy goals (macro-learning  -‘All students shall learn more - students’ -‘Students’ competence in basic skills will
outcomes) basic skills and knowledge in main show through improvement in
subjects are to be strengthened. learning and motivation.
-‘More students shall complete and pass -‘All students see themselves as
upper secondary school’. appreciated and included in a way that
-'All students shall have a good learning emphasizes learning, mastery and
environment — characterized by peace motivation and they experience
and order. teachers that lead the learning
activities through order, respect and
engagement’.

-Through systematic assessment, we
create a foundation for learning,
growth and development for the
individual student’.

Interviews
Interpretation, translation Student learning outcomes and analysis  Student learning outcomes as a general
and adaptation of policy of student performance data, for and overarching focal point for school
goals (micro-learning decision-making on measures and development and dialogue (broad
outcomes) evaluation of effects perspective)
Thoughts on influence ® Direct, concrete and focused on ® School development in a safe, sup-
attempts outcomes portive environment
® Meetings at the individual school @ Frequent meetings with school lea-
with school leaders and selected ders and individual school meetings
teachers with school leaders
® Asking questions, ordering informa- @ Dialogue about learming outcomes
tion, correcting, praise (broad perspective)
Meetings
Influence attempts ® Check out and make inquiries into ® Present results

what leaders and teachers do to act
on results and improve outcomes

® Direct, concrete and confrontational
discussions about teaching and
learning

® Make inquiries into what they do and
why, and the effects of the selected
measures

® Dialogue about learning outcomes
® Facilitate areas for common interpre-
tation, analysis and discussion of data

District A: Student Learning Outcomes, Data Analysis and Systematic Follow Up

17

The document data illustrate District A’s strong focus not only on increased learning

for all students in selected subjects, basic skills and social development, but also its strong

emphasis on the continuation and further development of good and safe learning

environments. The documents highlight several strategies for prioritising attention paid to

student learning outcomes in subjects and basic skills, the use of standardised materials and

tools and having qualified leaders and teachers. Especially, the importance of systematic

documentation, having analytical competence in schools and using results to provide high-

quality follow up on individual students’ learning is generally underscored. The annual
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municipal report describes what are considered to be ambitious goals for student learning and
development. Overall, ‘the assignment’ of the schools is defined as providing access to
subject learning and social learning in a safe and inspiring environment. Schools are meant to
stimulate students’ motivation and contribute to the learning of all students, regardless of
their background (economic, ethnic, gender or functionality level). The points that schools
are expected to contribute to social mobility and maintain high expectations for the
development and achievement of learning outcomes for all students are underscored. Further,
it is emphasised that both students with learning challenges and those identified as gifted
shall benefit from extra instruction. Macro-learning outcomes are explicitly set out in the
following: (a) all students shall learn more — students’ basic skills and knowledge in main
subjects are to be strengthened; (b) more students shall complete and pass upper secondary
school; and (c) all students shall have a good learning environment characterised by peace
and order (author’s translation, Annual Municipal Report A, 2016).

To ensure the defined learning outcomes, the overarching strategies direct attention to
a range of measures, such as emphasising basic skills and early intervention, the use of
standardised materials and tools in all core areas, the recruitment and qualification of leaders
and teachers in strategically prioritised areas, competency development and the analysis and
follow up of student results. Furthermore, the importance of systematic documentation,
analysis and return of results to secure information on the levels of skills and subject
development are highlighted as the foundation for student follow up. Especially, the
importance of the compulsory half-year student assessment and the use of diagnostic
materials in reading and numeracy are emphasised.

During the interview, the administrator described her micro—learning outcomes as
those of following up on the schools’ work with individual students’ learning outcomes,

making sure the schools have the competence to analyse and understand results and
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identifying the measures that affect these results. She described her work by saying, ‘My
assignment is to follow up on schools in relation to the assignment that we have — the
learning outcomes of every single student’; she considered it especially important to

check out the analytical competence of schools in terms of — do I [the school

leader/teacher] know how to analyse results, what do they [the results] mean for the

choice of activities and to measure the effects to evaluate and adjust continuously —

their analytical competence is what I have most focussed on.
She was also curious about how the school leaders led their teachers’ learning processes.
Thus, to become familiar with their work, she asked them for information about how they
lead: ‘I have asked about how they lead their teachers and how they lead by results, I have
asked how they know that their students learn’. In relation to this, she also pointed out that, in
general, she thought that the past few years had been marked by asking too many ‘what’
questions, while she was more interested in “how’: ‘How, that is — what do you lead on and
how do you do it?’. She stated that, in meetings, she had emphasised and praised good
practices; yet, she had also confronted and corrected the work that had been done.

The District A administrator described meetings with the school leaders and a
selection of teachers (selected based on being teachers responsible for the grade levels that
had been subject to national testing that year) in which they discussed their analyses of results
from the national tests related to their teaching practices and the individual challenges
schools faced in reading, numeracy and English. She underscored the importance of
including teachers in these meetings, partly because she needed to know what measures they
would be introducing, along with their resources, competences and activities, so that she
could help them evaluate their practices in relation to the results and the measures chosen.
She did this because ‘I want to know how — and then the teachers will be allowed to talk to

me about that and probably also feel a little proud’. She considered that her previous position



GOVERNING STYLES AND DATA USE PRACTICES 20

as a school leader, coupled with her deep interest in practice, made it easy for her to be direct
and concrete. She also rated herself as a good discussion partner.

The interview data demonstrated how this administrator prioritised influencing her
school leaders to work with students’ learning outcomes through the available data and data
analyses in accordance with the strategies emphasised in the key policy documents. She
focussed on measures and their effects and the importance of teachers’ analytical
competence; for example, she asked questions about results, teachers’ analyses of the results,
their interpretations of the results and the measures they wanted to employ. She did this by
asking how to proceed based on the results, the choice of measures and the measures’ effects.
The data also revealed the motivation behind her attempts to influence what she considered
important in leadership, such as asking ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions, demanding analyses and
checking out competences or effects. This can be interpreted as her way of combining the
macro-focus of student learning outcomes and analytical competence with micro-decisions
related to her self-conception and personal standards of living up to the assignment to
maintain her valued assets and ideas about relationship management.

The observation data from the national test results meeting showed an active, engaged
administrator instructing school leaders. The administrator initiated the meeting, which was
one of several school visits she had with school leaders and select groups of teachers. The
meeting’s tone was mostly firm but polite. Some disagreement caused tensions to rise,
especially during discussions of what teachers do or do not do, and the school leaders
defended the teachers’ practices. These tensions remain unresolved at the end of the meeting.

The administrator opened the meeting by referring to their last meeting and recalling
how the school leaders and teachers had been talking a lot about what they would do, but not
how they would do it. In the subsequent discussion, she repeatedly asked the school leaders

how they followed up on the teachers’ work: “You are out there every day. What do you
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observe, how focussed are you, how clear are your messages and what agreements do you
make?’ She also engaged in discussions on different teaching styles and how the school
leaders evaluated and advised their teachers on how to teach. In general, her persistent style
throughout the meeting illustrated her enactment of influence attempts, characterised by
making inquiries about what school leaders and teachers do and why and how these actions
are related to national test data. Her influence attempts in the observed meeting seemed to
involve identifying, correcting and making inquiries into how the school leaders and teachers
worked to improve outcomes and engage in direct, firm and confrontational discussions about
teachers’ individual approaches to teaching and learning.

District B: Broad Student Learning Outcomes, School Development and Supporting
School Leaders

In District B’s document material, the macro—policy goals emphasised students’ basic
skills?, mastery, motivation and systematic assessment based on national policy objectives
and the overall status of education in the district as measured by tests, surveys and
evaluations. The strategies described and criteria to follow up on students’ results frame the
work within a setting in which learning is characterised as a long-term project and respect for
the individual student and teacher are paramount.

District B’s overall goal is to have ‘a school that is oriented towards the future with a
focus on the opportunities of the individual student to develop their skills to master the
society and working life of tomorrow’. This is followed by a description of student, teacher
and parental values that reflect ‘the picture of how we want our school in X (District B) to
be’. The district material also underscores that the values of respect, inclusion and

responsibility are binding for all. Based on a total review and analysis of the results of the

2 With the last national education reform, the Knowledge Promotion Reform of 2006, five
basic skills were introduced in the national curriculum to enhance schools’ focus on reading,
writing, numeracy, English language and digital skills.
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district, such as status reports, the national student survey, national tests and national exams,
the district has identified three focal points for improvement and development, as follows:

e Goal I: ‘Students’ competence in basic skills will show through improvement in
learning and motivation’.

e Goal 2: ‘All students see themselves as appreciated and included in a way that
emphasises learning, mastery and motivation and they experience teachers that
lead the learning activities with order, respect and engagement’;

e Goal 3: ‘Through systematic assessment we create a foundation for learning,
growth and development for the individual student’ (Strategic Municipal Report,
2017; District B).

The overall aim of the district’s efforts is to develop a culture of assessment that has
learning as a goal. This occurs through increased competence and understanding of
assessment as a learning tool. The criteria for achieving this goal include that all students
know what to learn and what is expected of them; all students receive feedback that informs
them about the quality of their work; all teachers regularly and actively evaluate their
contributions to student learning; school leaders systematically use the results of diagnostic
tests, national tests, half-term and final term grades and the national student survey as a basis
for the development of practice; and parents are informed about students’ subjects and social
learning in relation to these goals, so that they can actively help their children. The three
goals and criteria form part of the district’s quality assessment system, and schools are
expected to report on all the criteria in their annual self-evaluation report using a scale of 1-5.
Schools mainly use the self-evaluation report for reflective purposes, but it can also provide
useful information for the district status report.

In the interview, the district administrator described his micro-goals as school

development and developmental work, building competence and student learning outcomes:
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‘The most important part of my job is to follow up on schools, the school leaders and the
group of leaders at the schools’. He described how he changed routine meetings when he
took over the position by dividing them according to general administrative and
developmental work. Consequently, at the time of the interview, he had a monthly meeting
with school leaders focussing on competency building and school development, a change he
considered important for how they work with school development. As the district
administrator commented, ‘It has been important for how we are now more focussed on our
development work and that it is not only a part of something else’. He also considered this to
have been a positive shift, as it now included all school leaders. This had led to a more
collective development than if he had held these meetings with the school leaders alone: ‘It is
much more ownership over what we are doing; it is a common thing’. His main ambition for
his work, in combination with the development of an overall strategy for the district’s school
development, was that it would determine the direction the district would take over the next
10-15 years. As the administrator commented, ‘It will say something about the course, so
that we can be in the driver’s seat for what we want to develop and not be such a kangaroo
jumping back and forth that we might have been for several years’.

The district administrator has monthly conversations with school leaders when he
visits the schools. The meetings have a regular structure, and among the different elements on
the agenda, they always discuss students’ learning outcomes. The administrator explained
that this does not limit the focus to results; rather, it helps them all to ‘focus on how school
leaders follow up on what happens in classrooms, or know what happens in the classroom’.
He stated that they do not have systematic routines, such as the use of standardised forms,
and they do not always talk about the national test results or national surveys. However, he
always keeps a focus on learning outcomes, so school leaders know he will always ask about

outcomes and what they are doing about them. He also described how, although the national
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test results are used as points of reference in municipal annual reports, he does not place great
emphasis on these results in his conversations with school leaders: “When I talk to school
leaders or in meetings[,] the picture is broader and the level of detail larger’. Furthermore, he
described how they focussed on what to do and how to continue working for the
improvement of students’ learning outcomes:

That is what guides our work, what happens in the classroom. It is more important for

us and the teachers to identify the ones that we know need a boost than that we score

4.6 on a municipal report; it is nothing more than a number.

He also pointed out that, while the numbers are sufficient indicators of development over
time, they also use the data in discussions about what kinds of competences teachers have
and how the school leaders can support the teachers and focus on what happens in teaching. It
is important for him that the school leaders feel supported, that is, ‘that they know that they
are followed up on, that we care and that they are not alone’.

The interview data revealed how the administrator has prioritised influencing his
school leaders through a focus on school development and student learning outcomes via
frequent meetings and highlighting student learning outcomes in meetings and conversations
with school leaders. He considered it important to focus on the bigger picture more than
individual test results, as well as to discuss how to move forward by focussing on classroom
activities, teacher competence in subjects and identifying students in need of support. His
attempts at influence prioritised dialogue and follow up to make school leaders feel supported
and cared for. This can be interpreted as his way of combining the macro—policy goals of
school development and student learning outcomes with the micro-forces and decisions
related to self-conception and personal standards of unity and dialogue with school leaders. It

is also his way of maintaining valued assets and ideas about relationship management by
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providing focus, direction and support in the school leaders’ work with school development
efforts.

The observation data from the results meeting this administrator had with his school
leaders depict a meeting with a relaxed atmosphere, demonstrating mostly shared
understanding and little tension. Although the participants agreed in most cases, they
displayed an investigative attitude toward the meeting’s theme. The administrator initiated
the meeting, which focussed on the latest results from the national tests in English, reading
and maths. He presented the overall results of the schools in the district, highlighted the
positive points and areas where challenges remained and then opened the floor to discussion
about what could explain the results and what they could do about them:

They [the data] clearly show that we have to work with math. The scores are far

below the average for the county and nationally. But we must also work with English

and reading. It is important that we have this discussion about how we work with this.

During the rest of the meeting, the school leaders discussed various interpretations of
and explanations for the results. Several issues were brought up in the discussion, and most of
them were resolved or decided on by the group. The meeting ended with the administrator’s
conclusion:

I can hear that you are working systematically with this, ‘“What shall we do to improve

our students?’. The system around the national tests and our opportunities to follow

up on the results have become much better; it must be done over time and there is also

a question about how many tests there should be... Good!

The meeting exemplified an administrator who hands over the results in descriptive
terms and who, to a large degree, leaves the closer analysis and explanations to his group of
school leaders to determine as a collective. This is a decision that seems to engage them

actively in their common challenges. The meeting focussed more on interpreting results than
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directing where to go next. The administrator’s enacted influencing attempt in this meeting
can be interpreted as facilitating an area for discussion more than confronting the school
leaders about how to work with the identified challenges. This could relate to his micro-
forces of involving school leaders, common ownership and more general aspects of school
development processes.
Discussion
This article uses the following research questions as its points of departure:
1) How do district administrators give meaning to predefined policy goals in local
policy documents?
2) What characterises their choice of actions directed toward school leaders’ data use?
3) What are the implications for the identified adaptations and enactments made by
district administrators when compared with local policy ideals and plans for data
use in education?
Through the analysis, we have identified how the macro-messages communicated in key
district documents broadly resemble policy goals in their focus on strengthening student
learning outcomes and securing a safe, sound learning environment. They also vary in
elements we have highlighted, such as documentation and analyses of results or making
students feel appreciated and motivated.
Differences in Approaches to Learning Outcomes and Data Use
We have identified differing approaches to learning outcomes and data use in the
district administrators’ micro-meaning-making efforts and attempts to influence the use of
data in meetings with school leaders. This variation partly seems to reflect district-specific
characteristics, policies and strategies in terms of the sophistication of quality development
systems. It also seems to reflect administrators’ individual negotiations between what we

describe as the macro— and micro—learning outcomes and their understandings of data use, in
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terms of how the district administrators work to facilitate areas for school development based
on the use of data. Our findings shed light on how administrators transform and adapt the
macro—policy goals defined by the policy documents to suit their micro-meaning-making
processes when determining what they consider ‘reasonable’ ways of working with their
school leaders. Thus, the analysis shows how professional ties, in terms of knowledge and
values, become important for working with data. In short, the study highlights how different
perspectives on the purposes of working with policy goals lead to what we describe as
different and personal governing styles in practice.
Administrators’ Personal Governing Styles

The administrators’ individual choices concerning what types of meetings to hold,
how these are structured and the interactions within them seem to reflect various but also
specific styles of governing using student data. The positioning and perceived importance of
data in governing efforts varied between the two administrators. Administrator A
continuously referred to data and the importance of ensuring that the individual school
leaders and teachers knew their students’ performance data, how to analyse them and then
how to act on these in practice. She also stressed the need to follow up on the effects of the
measures taken. Her governing style was perceived as making sure that this happened in the
individual schools. In contrast, with the primary goal of developing school and classroom
practices in a supportive environment, Administrator B’s approach can be described as a
combined one. In his governing style, he focussed on the development of a common
ownership of the processes and the work of each school among the school leaders. In his
meetings, data were not so important; rather, they served only as a useful indicator of
development over time. This administrator has chosen a subtler focus on learning outcomes
by ensuring that school leaders keep an eye on the development of students in classrooms.

The two approaches confirm the findings of earlier studies, which have shown that variations



GOVERNING STYLES AND DATA USE PRACTICES 28

in approaches to data use in schools depend on the characteristics of the local policy for data
use (Kerr et al., 2006; Miller, 2010).

While one administrator focussed almost solely on the students and having strong
coherency between the macro- and micro-levels (Parke, 2012), the other placed a stronger
emphasis on relationships with school leaders and teachers; the latter seemed to lead to a
more indirect coherency between the micro- and macro-levels. That is, the micro-forces of
Administrator B seemed to mark his influence attempts by highlighting collegiality and
supportive relationships as crucial for enhancing student performance, while the influence
attempts of Administrator A can be characterised as more direct and confrontational, placing
less emphasis on a friendly relationship with the school leaders and more on fulfilling the
‘assignment’ of improving students’ learning outcomes.

Decentralisation Creates Space for Different Governing Styles

The national and local policy expectations of the district administrators, that is, the
enhancement of learning outcomes in a decentralised education system, have created a space
that enables administrators to develop different governing styles. The governing styles
explicate administrators’ adoption of routines and strategies in accordance with local quality
assessment systems, key policy documents and personal preferences. This implies that what
motivates school leaders and drives developmental processes differs based on what types of
facilitation and facilitator roles are available to govern data-use processes. For example,
Administrator A’s facilitation is characterised by asking, reporting, documenting, checking
and measuring effects; this indicates a stronger emphasis on control and a more narrow and
closed understanding of learning outcomes. Her attempts to influence the use of data are
exerted by constantly stressing the issue in an explicit and direct manner. Such an approach
can be interpreted as coercive, and according to the literature, this may lead to weakening the

development of a productive organisational culture for data use (see Coburn & Turner, 2011;
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Young, 2006; Young & Kim, 2010). Administrator B’s facilitation is characterised by a
broader understanding of learning outcomes, presenting results for discussion and
emphasising the common and collective ownership of results and measures through dialogue.
This indicates a more open, broader, developmental approach. Thus, the different
perspectives on learning outcomes in data-use processes seem to open or close various types
of language about practice, choices on influencing attempts and governing styles. The figure

1 below illustrates examples in two of the quadrants in this study.

Development

A

Governing style

Administrator B

Open <% % Closed

v

Control

Figure 1. Governing styles of district administrators in data use processes.

Conclusion
As district administrators have been made increasingly accountable for student
performance, they have also become responsible for influencing school leaders to initiate
development work in schools and changes in education. This implies that, in many ways, they
are compelled to make strategic choices when interpreting local policy and attempting to
influence school leaders. District administrators purposefully engage in and shape their
institutions in distinct ways; this leads to differences that have only been focussed on to a

limited extent in previous research. Our study does not provide the grounds for conclusions
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about what governing style may be the most productive for the development of an
organisational culture that fosters data use to reach defined learning outcomes. However, the
two approaches presented herein can be considered as a theorisation of two opposite
governing styles that can be investigated further, with regard to outcomes, in empirical work.
Still, the outcomes discussed here should not only be considered in terms of student
performance but also in terms of student and teacher motivation. That is, an important aspect
of discussing different governing styles and the effects that these may produce is also related
to how one finds the optimal balance between governing and professional autonomy. This is
perhaps especially true in contexts where school leaders and teachers have enjoyed quite high
degrees of autonomy in their work.

With the above in mind, this study has clearly identified processes that should be
investigated further in additional research on data use in education. Another implication of
this study may be the importance of balancing the fine line between districts’ governing of
school development and administrators’ governing styles with professional autonomy when
focussing on goals and data use.

Finally, the integration of a wide range of factors influencing how data use is enacted
in district administration sheds light on the complexity of local policy, local governing and
the work in and around schools. The different governing styles of the administrators in this
study revealed many facets of their work on student performance data. Especially, we note
how administrators in districts with different quality assessment systems approach data and
data use in education differently, which again calls for greater consideration and awareness of
the role of local quality systems, processes and actions taken. This study’s analysis makes a
case for more richly detailed, cross-level studies to better understand administrators’ practical

actions and their consequences.
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