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The Philadelphia Schoolstat model

On behalf of the IBM Center for The Business of Government, we are 
pleased to present this report, “The Philadelphia SchoolStat Model,” 
by Christopher Patusky, Leigh Botwinik, and Mary Shelley. 

Philadelphia’s SchoolStat is a case study of the adaptation of a success-
ful management model, CompStat, developed over a decade ago by 
New York City’s Police Department. The model has since been adapted 
by various city agencies in New York; by cities, such as Baltimore’s 
CitiStat; and by some state governments, such as Maryland’s new StateStat. 
The School District of Philadelphia is one of the most prominent early 
efforts to adapt this model to improving the management and perfor-
mance of schools.

The objective of the various “–stat” models is to make decision making 
by managers more fact- and data-driven. The authors of this report 
describe how the model was adapted for a school district, what 
improvements occurred in the performance of the Philadelphia School 
District after it was implemented, and which features of the approach 
seemed to be the biggest contributors to improvement.

This report continues the IBM Center for The Business of Government’s 
long interest in performance measurement and “-stat” models. In 2001, 
Paul E. O’Connell prepared a report for the Center on CompStat, “Using 
Performance Data for Accountability: The New York City Police Depart-
ment’s CompStat Model of Police Management.” In 2003, Lenneal J. 
Henderson prepared a report for the Center on CitiStat, “The Baltimore 
CitiStat Program: Performance and Accountability.” Concurrently with  
the SchoolStat study, the Center is publishing “What All Mayors 
Would Like to Know About Baltimore’s CitiStat But Were Afraid Some-
one Might Actually Tell Them” by Robert Behn. All of these reports are 
available on the Center’s website at www.businessofgovernment.org. 

Albert Morales

Pati Benson
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We believe that this report on Philadelphia’s SchoolStat initiative 
offers lessons for other school districts and that many districts could 
benefit from similar initiatives. The report also holds relevance for 
other government organizations—at the federal, state, and local 
level—interested in developing performance measurement systems. 

Albert Morales 
Managing Partner 
IBM Center for The Business of Government 
albert.morales@us.ibm.com 

Pati Benson 
Partner, Education Strategy Services 
IBM Global Business Services 
pabenson@us.ibm.com 
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E x ecuti     v e  S ummary    

Much has been written about the original New  
York City Police Department CompStat and 
Baltimore CitiStat performance management  
programs and their “stat” progeny that have grown  
up in police departments and municipal govern-
ments across the United States. However, until 
recently, school districts have not attempted to 
implement stat programs; therefore, there is little 
information available about how such programs 
might best be put into place. This report seeks to 
begin to fill this gap in the stat literature by telling 
the story of the Philadelphia SchoolStat program.

During the 2005–06 school year, the School District 
of Philadelphia (District) launched its new SchoolStat 
performance management system, which represents 
a unique adaptation of the stat program to the pub-
lic school district context. It requires all 270 princi-
pals, the 12 Regional Superintendents, and the 
chief academic officer to attend monthly meetings 
where data is used to develop and monitor strategies 
designed to improve school instruction, attendance, 
and climate. Although the program has only been 
in effect District-wide for just over one year, the tar-
geted performance measures have begun to improve 
and the District’s organizational culture has begun 
to incorporate the use of data as part of its manage-
ment process. 

The SchoolStat program’s goal is to make the 
District a data-driven organization on the theory 
that this would lead to better schools and greater 
student achievement. It targeted a series of mea-
sures that quantified how well the schools were 
performing in several areas, including attendance, 
school climate, and instructional results. For exam-
ple, the District saw the following improvements in 
median school rates for the period September through 

December 2006 over the same period for the  
previous year (before the implementation of 
SchoolStat) on the following measures: 

The number of suspensions issued per 100 
students has decreased from 6.00 to 3.74

The average daily student absence rate 
decreased from 7.98 percent to 7.06 percent

The average daily teacher absence rate (exclud-
ing teachers absent long-term) decreased from 
3.68 percent to 3.14 percent

The average daily teacher absence rate for 
teachers out on a long-term basis decreased 
from 1.97 percent to 1.82 percent

The primary driver for these changes has been the 
program’s ability to function as a central nervous 
system that carries information vertically up and 
down the chain of command and also horizontally 
among the Regional Superintendents, principals, 
and key central administration staff. The flow of 
ideas and information has helped spread data-driven 
practices throughout the organization, including 
the use of real-time data for planning mid-course 
corrections and the use of historical trend data to 
plan proactive improvement strategies. Because 
this dynamic exchange between managers has led 
to data-driven action, SchoolStat has moved beyond 
performance measurement and instead serves as an 
effective performance management program.

The opportunity for communication among col-
leagues has been one of the most valued aspects 
of the program. Indeed, SchoolStat has been well 
received by the participants from the very start; in 
response to a survey question asking how useful 
SchoolStat was in helping achieve their school’s or 

•

•

•

•
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region’s goals (with 5 being the highest possible 
score), the Regional Superintendents rated it a 4.7 
and the principals a 4.2. These survey results under-
score the fact that these key managers have begun 
to embrace a data-driven organizational culture.

Two of this report’s authors were deeply involved in 
the design and implementation of the Philadelphia 
SchoolStat program. Therefore, it is written from the 
perspective of practitioners who want to impart the 
following to public sector leaders: 

The details of how the program was built and 
how it works 

The impacts that it has had on the organization 

The lessons learned that might be helpful to 
others who are contemplating the creation of a 
stat system in their organizations 

•

•

•
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In November of 2005, the School District of 
Philadelphia (District) launched its new SchoolStat 
performance management program, which required 
the principals from each of its 270 traditional public 
schools to attend monthly stat meetings with their 
Regional Superintendent (Regional). A few months 
later, the 12 Regionals began to meet monthly with 
the chief academic officer (CAO) in their own stat 
meetings. A little over one year and more than 500 
SchoolStat meetings later, the positive impacts of the 
new program on the District’s operations and orga-
nizational culture are becoming clear. The perfor-
mance measures used by the program are improving, 
the District has continued to transform into a more 
data-driven operation, and the dual-layered SchoolStat 
meetings have become an important communications 
network that connects and helps coordinate the 
different levels of administration.

SchoolStat is perhaps best described as an adaptation 
of the successful New York City Police Department 
CompStat and Baltimore CitiStat programs to the 
public school context. The overarching goal of the 
program has been to incorporate data-driven “stat” 
practices into a vertically and horizontally integrated 
management system that can focus the District’s 
efforts on achieving measurable results. The main 
components of the program are two sets of intercon-
nected monthly meetings: (1) the 40 or so region-
level meetings that take place among each of the 
District’s 12 Regional Superintendents and several 
groups of five to eight principals within their region; 
and (2) the monthly District-level meetings among 
the CAO and the 12 Regionals, who attend in two 
groups of six. At the monthly meetings, these key 
leaders and managers review school or regional 
performance, share information and experiences, 
develop and track action plans to improve operational 

and instructional performance, and monitor changes 
in the performance data. Together, the meetings plug 
principals and District managers into an integrated 
process that uses meetings built around a defined 
set of measures to drive action at the region and 
school level. 

Background 
SchoolStat is the product of a unique partnership 
between the District and the University of Pennsyl-
vania’s Fels Institute of Government (Fels). As part 
of its mission, the Fels Institute offers its expertise 
and assistance to local government agencies seeking 
to improve their management practices. At a meet-
ing in the spring of 2003, Dr. Lawrence Sherman, 
then director of Fels, presented the SchoolStat 
concept to the chief executive officer (CEO) of the 
School District of Philadelphia, Paul Vallas, and 
other senior District officials. At the meeting, Vallas 
approved a pilot project and invited Regional Super-
intendent Harry Gaffney to lead the model program 
in the District’s Southwest Region during the coming 
year. Members of the Fels Institute faculty and several 
graduate students then worked with Gaffney, his staff, 
and the District’s information technology department 
to design the program.1 The SchoolStat team identi-
fied the data measures that would be used, designed 
the SchoolStat graphs and other materials, and then 
created the monthly meeting format. 

During the 2003–04 school year, the joint District/
Fels SchoolStat team carried out a rolling and partial 
implementation of the program in the Southwest 
Region’s 15 elementary schools that allowed for 
experimentation with different data measures, graph 
types, and discussion formats. At the end of the 
school year, the team used feedback from a survey 

Introduction
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of the principals to tweak the program. Gaffney then 
directed a full pilot of the program during the 2004–
05 school year that included all 24 schools in the 
Southwest Region including elementary, middle, and 
high schools (the pilot). Based on the pilot results, the 
District began to consider whether it should expand 
the program to several of the 12 regions or to attempt 
a jump to a District-wide implementation.

During the late spring of 2005, District CEO Vallas 
decided to expand SchoolStat District-wide and 
asked the District’s CAO, Dr. Gregory Thornton, to 
assume management of the project. At that time, the 
District comprised 12 regions and 290 non-charter 
schools serving approximately 185,000 children.2 
Each region included 12 to 40 schools and was run 
by a Regional Superintendent who reported directly 
to Dr. Thornton. Ten of the regions were based on 
geographical areas of the city (e.g., Center City, 
Southwest, North, and so on); the remaining two 
comprised schools managed by outside providers, 
called Educational Management Organizations 
(EMO Region), and a small number of schools that 
had failed to make progress for several years and 
were being provided extra support (CEO Region). 
The District leadership chose to exclude the charter 
and 20 disciplinary schools from the program and 
to include only the 270 traditional public schools. 

During the summer of 2005, Thornton led a process 
that translated the pilot into a District-wide program 
that could be scaled up from 24 to 270 schools. 
He established a new SchoolStat project team that 
included representatives from the District and Fels, 
and also technical consultants from IBM and 
SchoolNet who had been hired previously to upgrade 
the District’s data capabilities. This diverse team 
prepared for program launch by designing each 
component and building the necessary technical 
capabilities to generate the data tables and graphs 
that were central to the process.

The District-wide launch was led by a combined Fels/
District team. The Fels team included a part-time Fels 
faculty project director and a full-time Fels staff proj-
ect manager. The District team members included 
Thornton as project director and John DiLello, direc-
tor of the Office of the CAO, as project manager. 
Fels also provided 15 graduate students who worked 
20 hours per week supporting the Regional Superin-
tendents and the CAO in their implementation of 

SchoolStat meetings. Each month the students would 
analyze data, suggest possible agenda items based on 
these analyses, prepare the SchoolStat meeting mate-
rials, and take notes at the meetings. 

The region-level SchoolStat meetings began in 
November 2005 and the District-level meetings 
began in March 2006. Based on the positive feed-
back from the Regionals and principals, preliminary 
improvements in the measures, and the CAO’s own 
positive experience with the program, the District 
decided to continue the program during the 2006–
07 school year. Although Fels continues to play the 
same support role in the program as in the previous 
year, the plan is to transfer responsibility over the 
next two years for all aspects of the day-to-day 
management of the program to District staff so that  
it becomes internally self-sustaining. 

Organization of the Report
The purpose of this report is to describe SchoolStat 
to leaders of public agencies also considering a stat 
program who might benefit from the Philadelphia 
experience of adapting the well-documented 

Acronyms and Abbreviations 

CAO:	 Chief Academic Officer

CEO:	 Chief Executive Officer

CSAP:	 �Comprehensive Student Assistance 
Process

District:	 School District of Philadelphia

EMO:	 Educational Management Organization

IMS:	 Instructional Management System

KPI:	 Key Performance Indicator

NCLB:	 No Child Left Behind Act

OFI:	 opportunity for improvement

OSS:	 Office of Specialized Services

PDSA:	 Plan-Do-Study-Act

PSSA:	 �Pennsylvania System of School 
Assessment

QSV:	 quarterly site visit

Regional:	 Regional Superintendent

SIP:	 School Improvement Plan

SY:	 School Year
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examples from New York and Baltimore to a differ-
ent context. Two of the authors have participated 
directly in the design and implementation of the 
program and, therefore, it is told from the perspec-
tive of practitioners/participant observers.3 The 
report includes:

A nuts-and-bolts description of the SchoolStat 
program as well as the reasoning behind key 
design decisions 

A before-and-after analysis of the District’s 
performance data one year after implementation 
as well as a discussion of some of the program’s 
qualitative and organizational impacts

Lessons learned that might be helpful to other 
public sector organizations

•

•

•
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The Philadelphia SchoolStat Model

This section of the report serves as both the “assem-
bly instructions” and “operating manual” for the 
Philadelphia SchoolStat program. It describes the 
program’s components in detail, how the different 
pieces fit together, and how it was constructed. It also 
provides reasons for some of the key design decisions 
including those that differ from other stat programs. 

The Philadelphia SchoolStat program, like other stat 
models, includes two core components: stat data 
and stat meetings. Each is addressed in turn. 

The Data Component 
The data component of the program is represented 
by the data measures, or Key Performance Indicators 
(KPIs), that quantify school and student performance 
across several areas. They form a type of dashboard 
that tells Regionals, principals, the CAO, and other 
staff how well or poorly each school is doing month 
to month and year to year. Early on in the design of 
the pilot, the team decided that the program should 
select and stick with one set of KPIs for the year to 
the extent possible. The team determined that KPI 
uniformity and consistency would simplify genera-
tion of the program’s materials for the some 40 
meetings they needed to mount each month. 
Moreover, it would help participants master them 
more quickly and allow them to move past discus-
sions about what the data meant to more fruitful 
discussions about problems, causes, actions, and 
practices. Finally, consistent KPIs allowed for sus-
tained continuity of discussions about questions 
over the course of the entire year. 

Description of the Key Performance Indicators
The SchoolStat program focuses on improving per-
formance at the school level. For the District-wide 

implementation, the District selected the following 
KPIs, which are organized by the program’s three 
areas of focus: instruction, attendance, and school 
climate. The KPI data is updated each month or  
as often as possible (e.g., every six weeks for the 
benchmark tests) so that the program can track 
school performance at regular enough intervals  
to influence action and performance throughout 
the year. 

Instructional KPIs
Six-week benchmark tests: The percentage  
of questions answered correctly by students  
on benchmark tests. The District administers 
benchmark tests in math, reading, and science 
approximately every six weeks to students in 
grades three through eight and to students in 
particular high school courses. 

Reading levels: The percentage of students at 
target reading level as indicated by teacher-
administered assessments

Student support: The number of students  
who are referred to Tier 2 of the Comprehensive 
Student Assistance Process (CSAP) as compared 
to the number of permissions to evaluate students’ 
eligibility for special education services. Tier 2 
referral calls for the creation of an individualized 
educational intervention plan to address poor 
attendance, academic performance, or behavior 
for a particular student.4 This KPI is used in con-
nection with discussions surrounding the use of 
the CSAP interventions to prevent the over-
identification of students to special education. 
The sidebar on page 12 contains a more com-
plete description of CSAP.

•

•

•
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Attendance KPIs
Staff daily absence rate: The average daily 
absence rate for teachers and non-teaching 
school staff

Student daily attendance rate: The average daily 
attendance rate for students

Climate
Serious incidents: The number of serious inci-
dents reported, including assaults; weapon, 
drug, and alcohol offenses; acts of vandalism; 
accidents and illnesses; and other serious rule 
violations

•

•

•

Suspensions: The percentage of students 
suspended

Although SchoolStat currently uses the above mea-
sures, it can incorporate any measure for which 
regularly updated data is available. 

The Technical Backbone 
In an era defined by the No Child Left Behind Act 
(NCLB), many school districts have improved their 
information technology systems in order to comply 
with the Act’s data reporting requirements (Hoff, 
2005). These new data systems, however, are capable 
of doing far more than creating backward-looking 

•

The Comprehensive Student Assistance Process:  
Finding the Keys for Student Success

The School District’s Comprehensive Student Assistance Process (CSAP) is a three-tiered, collaborative process 
by which schools identify barriers to learning and remove barriers by accessing internal (school-based) and 
external (community-based) resources. The heart of CSAP is the classroom, where the classroom teacher ana-
lyzes the strengths and learning needs of students and adapts instruction and environment to create optimal 
learning conditions.

School-wide CSAP:

Any comprehensive support process must begin with creating a network of supports for students and staff that 
result in a safe and productive learning environment. At the school-wide level, elements which contribute to such 
an environment include ongoing opportunities for skill-building among staff and students, the engagement of 
families as educational partners, a behavior management model which is clearly defined and consistently imple-
mented, and data-based decision making.

CSAP Tier I:

The Tier I level of intervention is designed to address the needs of groups of students experiencing similar barriers 
to learning. At this level, teachers meet regularly with their grade group or academy colleagues to identify and 
implement strategies for the classroom. The grade group or academy leader facilitates Tier I meetings.

CSAP Tier II:

It is sometimes the case that individual students may be experiencing particular barriers to learning. Tier II is 
designed to provide targeted, individualized support for such students. At Tier II, a core team of trained profes-
sionals (the referring teacher, counselor, and/or nurse) joins parents/guardians at a meeting scheduled by the 
school counselor. Together, this team develops an intervention plan that is designed to address the needs of the 
student and/or family. This plan can include both school-based and community-based supports, and the team 
can include auxiliary members (school psychologist, agency staff) as indicated by need.

CSAP Tier III:

At Tier III, the focus is on an evaluation for change of placement when a child is still not meeting with success. 
This change of placement may be for educational or behavioral reasons. Team membership, documentation, 
and timelines are governed by procedural dictates established by the School District of Philadelphia and the 
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania. 

Source: The District provided the above description of CSAP from their website at http://www.phila.k12.pa.us/offices/oss/ 
servicesupport/csap.html. 
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NCLB compliance reports; they can serve as the 
backbone for a data-driven management program. 
This is the case in Philadelphia, where the develop-
ment of data systems for NCLB was leveraged to 
support the SchoolStat program. 

The SchoolStat program requires that a school district 
have the technical capacity to: (1) input school-
level KPI data into an electronic database on a regu-
lar basis (e.g., daily, weekly, monthly, or quarterly); 
(2) organize and present the data in user-friendly 
graphs; and (3) make this data readily accessible to 
staff members who impact student learning. 

In Philadelphia, data sets are currently collected 
and then stored centrally in several legacy database 
systems. For some of the KPIs, the original informa-
tion is manually inputted at the school by a secretary, 
school counselor, or other staff member. In other 
cases, data is automatically collected and uploaded; 
for example, high school student attendance is 
obtained when students swipe their student ID 
upon entering the building, and some benchmark 
test results are scanned by an outside vendor. While 
this fulfills the first requirement of storing data elec-
tronically, the District’s older information systems are 
cumbersome to use and cannot communicate directly 
with one another, limiting the scope of queries and 
forcing users to go through different portals for each 
type of information needed. 

As the SchoolStat team discovered during the pilot 
phase of the project, these inadequacies in the tech-
nology made the process of creating graphs less effi-
cient and limited access to the data as well as the 
types of graphs that could be created. During the 
past few years, the District has remedied this situa-
tion by investing heavily in its information technology 
capabilities. More specifically, the District made the 
second and third technological requirements cited 
earlier much more manageable by working with 
IBM and SchoolNet to increase the capacity and facil-
ity of its information management systems. Sufficient 
upgrades were in place by October 2005 to support 
the District-wide launch the following month.

First, IBM developed a data warehouse that links 
data from the various legacy systems together so that 
users can access data from various business areas 
through one front end using Oracle’s Discoverer 
solution. The data warehouse provides additional 

benefits by cleansing the data and allowing access 
to historical data. The IBM team has created a data 
mart specifically for the SchoolStat project that is 
updated with fresh data on a monthly basis. The 
Fels student analysts built a set of reports using the 
Discoverer tool that is used each month to access 
the data needed for each KPI. The data is exported 
to Excel, where a standard set of graphs and tables 
are made and then pasted into a PowerPoint presen-
tation that is reviewed at each SchoolStat meeting. 

The data warehouse also allows the SchoolStat team 
and other District staff to build custom reports to sup-
plement the standard data views. For example, if a 
Regional wants the principals to more deeply investi-
gate student attendance, a report disaggregating the 
information in a variety of ways—for example, grade 
level, ethnicity, or special education status—can be 
created to obtain the relevant data. The data is all 
easily exported to Excel, so that more comprehensive 
analyses across business areas can be conducted. 

In addition to the above data tools that are core to the 
SchoolStat program, SchoolNet created a web-based 
instructional management system (IMS) for teachers, 
central office staff, and others to access student-level 
data such as benchmark test results, reading assess-
ments, grades, and year-end standardized test results. 
The IMS provides access to multiple levels of infor-
mation, including the ability to disaggregate student 
data by gender, ethnicity, and grade level, and to drill 
down to individual student names in order to assist 
with instructional planning at the classroom level. 
The IMS features many pre-formatted reports that can 
be refreshed as new data becomes available, with the 
option of creating more-customized reports for those 
who feel comfortable doing so, all accessible through 
a user-friendly interface. Although the SchoolStat 
team relies primarily on the data warehouse, analysts 
also use the IMS to access data that has not yet been 
added to the SchoolStat data mart.

In addition to the IMS, SchoolNet produces a 
comprehensive monthly data report for principals, 
called the Insight for School Improvement Principal’s 
Dashboard (Dashboard). The Dashboard was cre-
ated specifically to support the SchoolStat process, 
and provides multiple views for each KPI included 
in the SchoolStat program. Principals and Regionals 
can access the Dashboards directly via the SchoolNet 
portal several days before their meetings in order to 
prepare for the discussions.
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Through the various databases, the data warehouse, 
and the IMS, the District is able not only to fulfill all 
three technical requirements for SchoolStat, but to 
do so in an extremely efficient and comprehensive 
manner. The SchoolStat team continues to work 
with the District’s Office of Information Technology, 
IBM, and SchoolNet to ensure technological 
upgrades are designed to coordinate with and, 
where possible, further enhance the data compo-
nent of the SchoolStat program. 

Data Design
SchoolStat was initially conceived during the pilot 
stage as a program for improving climate, attendance, 
and other non-instructional processes. The team felt 
that improved management of these areas would 
lead to a more productive learning environment for 
students. When working with Gaffney, the regional 
leader of the model program, to determine which 
KPIs to use, the team asked three questions: 

Did the KPI measure performance related to 
effective and/or efficient operations? 

Did the KPI measure something that the princi-
pal could influence?

Was there regularly updated data available to 
support the proposed KPI? 

Gaffney’s many years of experience in the District 
as a teacher, principal, central administrator, and 
Regional Superintendent proved valuable in identi-
fying which measures he believed were important 
to a successful school and which could be impacted 
by the principals. 

The team then worked with the Office of Information 
Technology to determine which of the KPI candidates 
could be supported by available electronic data sets. 
Data was available for most of the indicators, such as 
student and teacher attendance, suspensions, and 
violent incidents, but not for several others, which 
were then excluded. For example, the team wanted 
to track work repair orders so that the program could 
drive repair and improvement of facilities, which was 
a serious problem in some schools. This KPI met the 
first and second parts of the test, but it failed the third 
part when the team quickly learned that the work 
order data was not available electronically and would 
require a disproportionate amount of time and effort 
to translate into a usable format.

•

•

•

In two cases, however, the team decided that it 
was worth the effort to create a collection system 
for measures, a decision that would consume a 
significant amount of time during the pilot program. 
First, the team gathered information from handwrit-
ten special education reports that indicated the 
number of children who were referred for evaluation 
and whether they were evaluated within the state’s 
mandated time period. Because Gaffney wanted to 
improve the evaluation times to comply with the 
state’s requirements, this extra data collection work 
was taken on. Similarly, Gaffney wanted to know 
how much money was being spent on “prep pay-
back,” which is a benefit that teachers receive when 
they cover a class for an unavailable teacher during 
their contractually provided preparation time, 
because it represented a form of in-school substi-
tute-teaching cost. In order to use this measure, the 
principals entered data into an Excel spreadsheet 
created by the Fels team and e-mailed it to the Fels 
analyst each month. 

The pilot KPIs proved very useful from an operations 
standpoint. However, when the District decided to 
expand the program District-wide, CAO Thornton 
determined that it should move beyond operational 
matters to include measures of academic achieve-
ment and instruction. He then convened a cross-
departmental KPI Committee that could bring 
expertise to bear on the selection process while 
also building support for the program within the 
District. The committee included representatives 
from the accountability, instruction, and information 
technology departments, among others, as well as 
representatives from the Fels Institute and from infor-
mation technology vendors IBM and SchoolNet. 

The KPI Committee then went through a KPI selection 
process that was similar to the one used during the 
pilot, except that it was far more deliberative and 
included a much larger group of people representing 
viewpoints from the various departments. Since the 
program goal was school-level improvement, the 
committee began its work with a discussion of the 
question, “What does a successful school look like?” 
This led to consensus on certain features including 
high academic achievement, a safe and nurturing 
school climate, and good student and staff attendance. 
Once these three areas were identified, the commit-
tee turned its attention to identifying ways to measure 
them. The result was a “dream list” of KPIs. 
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From this dream list, the committee excluded 
those measures for which data was not collected 
electronically across all schools, as everyone agreed 
it would be too monumental a task to institute new 
data collection systems across the 270 schools 
while simultaneously managing the ramp-up of the 
SchoolStat program. As during the pilot, the team 
also considered the degree to which principals 
could influence performance for each measure, 
excluding any that seemed outside of the control 
of the principal. The resulting list included the new 
instructional measures and eliminated the special 
education and prep time measures from the pilot 
because the data was not in electronic form. 

With the KPIs selected, the implementation plan 
was well under way, but it was not complete. The 
KPIs still needed to be reduced to actual formulas 
and then expressed in specific types of graphs or 
“views.” Then technical work was needed to prepare 
a data mart that would include all data needed to 
perform the calculations. Finally, the KPI graphs 
had to be incorporated into presentation and brief-
ing materials that would be useful to the CAO, 
Regionals, and principals. 

During the summer of 2005, Thornton established 
a smaller KPI Technical Committee—composed of 
representatives from the District’s IT and CAO 
offices, the Fels Institute, IBM, and SchoolNet—that 
was tasked with completing the process. IBM took 
the lead in building the data mart and in working 
with the subject matter experts at the District to 
determine the calculations. Fels designed the data 
displays that would be used in the SchoolStat meet-
ings, and SchoolNet created a school Dashboard 
that would provide each principal the data for their 
school each month in an easily usable format (see 
page 16–17 for an example of a Dashboard). 

The definition of the final KPI formulas proved to be 
particularly challenging because there were various 
permutations to choose from, with no obvious right 
answer in some cases. For example, the committee 
needed to decide whether teacher absences should 
include all absences, exclude certain categories 
of absences such as workers’ compensation, or 
attempt to break out absences by type in a large 
and ultimately unwieldy table; whether students 
that tested off-grade level should be included or 
excluded from the benchmark test results; and 
other similar decisions. 

The process of determining calculations often 
revealed disagreements about which aspects of 
school performance were within the control of 
school leaders and therefore should be taken into 
account in the measurement, and which were not 
and so should be excluded. The creation of the 
graphs displaying the KPIs also involved a great 
deal of work as the Technical Committee struggled 
to design views that were easy to read by laypeople 
but that also provided as much information as possi-
ble. The Technical Committee convened several focus 
groups of principals that provided feedback to help 
make some of these decisions. 

The result of this process was a first version of 
both the Principal’s Dashboard and SchoolStat 
PowerPoints that were used for the first SchoolStat 
meetings. Throughout the first year of implementa-
tion, participants provided input regarding both the 
KPI calculations and views through various channels 
including verbal feedback to the Fels graduate stu-
dent analysts and written feedback sent by e-mail to 
the Technical Committee, which continued to meet 
regularly throughout the year. In some cases, the 
team responded by modifying the formulas or views; 
in other cases, the feedback was noted and revisited 
the next summer for consideration during year two 
of implementation. This process achieved the team’s 
original goal of maintaining a sufficient level of con-
sistency in the data measures while also having the 
flexibility to fix problems and improve the program 
month by month. 

The Meeting Component

Description of Meetings
The SchoolStat meetings are the core process in the 
SchoolStat program. At the highest level, the District’s 
CAO facilitates two meetings per month, with six of 
the 12 Regionals attending each meeting. The 
Regionals, in turn, facilitate anywhere from two to six 
monthly meetings with small groups of the principals 
they supervise. In general, both sets of meetings look 
at the same KPIs, with the region-level viewing the 
data broken out by school and the District-level by 
region. This use of the same KPIs provides an integrat-
ing function between the levels that enables both 
sets of meetings to address the same issues using the 
same data each month. For example, Regionals can 
discuss school-level teacher absence rates at their 
meetings with principals and then address the rolled-
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Example of a Principal’s Dashboard

Key Performance Indicator

Improve Student Attendance

Is your school showing year-to-year improvement in year-to-date student attendance?

�How does your school’s year-to-date student attendance compare to the region average?

�Additional Attendance Reports can be found in the Account in Saved Report Bank in SchoolNet.

Please visit phila.schoolnet.com.
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Example of a Principal’s Dashboard (continued)

Detail
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up region-level rates with the CAO. Conversely, the 
CAO can raise particular issues in his meetings and 
ask the Regionals to discuss them with the principals. 
This vertical process enables the CAO both to push 
his priorities down through the Regionals to the 
school level while also receiving feedback up from 
the schools through the Regionals, all within the 30-
day cycle between meetings. To further this integra-
tion, both levels of meetings are scheduled within a 
two-week period so that the conversations at each 
remain fresh in everyone’s minds. 

The Regionals and the CAO control the scheduling, 
length, and attendance for their monthly SchoolStat 
meetings. SchoolStat meetings tend to last about one 
hour each, but sometimes stretch to one and a half 
hours. Although not uniform, most Regionals group 
the principals in each of their meetings by school 
grade level. For example, one meeting would include 
all the elementary schools, another meeting would 
include the middle schools, and a third meeting 
would include the high schools. Also, most Regionals 
stack their meetings in a row so that they complete 
all their SchoolStat meetings in three to five hours 
on a single day. Finally, most Regionals invite some 
or all members of their leadership team so that they 
can address the issues raised in real time without 
requiring additional conversations later on with, 
for example, the director of special education. 

The CAO schedules his two meetings back to back 
with six Regionals in attendance at each meeting. 
The meetings last one and a half hours each; there-
fore, the CAO spends about 3 hours per month in 
the SchoolStat meetings. He groups the regions in 
the meetings according to a particular strategy that 
pairs them based on similar demographics, perfor-
mance, and other factors, with a high-performing, 
mid-performing, and low-performing pair in each 
group. The CAO invites several senior members of 
his staff to the meetings; however, staff from other 
departments within his office generally do not 
attend—a decision that was discussed in some 
detail during the design phase of the program and 
that might evolve over time. 

The SchoolStat meetings at both levels follow a fairly 
consistent agenda. The facilitator (either the CAO or 
the Regional, depending on the level of the meeting) 
shows a PowerPoint presentation containing a series 
of graphs and tables displaying the KPI data on a 

large screen. In most cases, the graphs contain data 
only for the schools and regions in the room for each 
particular meeting. The facilitator then leads a dia-
logue that aims to achieve the following: 

1. Analysis: The participants begin a conversation that 
reviews the KPIs within a particular area of perfor-
mance (e.g., instruction). The facilitator will either ask 
participants to identify any opportunities for improve-
ment (OFIs) that are evident in the data or might start 
the conversation by stating the OFI that the facilitator 
wants to focus on. The facilitator then follows up with 
questions to help participants identify possible root 
causes of problems. Sometimes, the facilitator might 
provide extra data beyond the standard views, espe-
cially disaggregated or more detail-level information, 
to help participants break down the problem further. 

2. Problem solving: The major goal of the SchoolStat 
program is to support school leaders’ use of data to 
solve problems. One way the meetings help accom-
plish this is by providing a time for the participants 
to create action plans in response to problems iden-
tified during data analysis. Although principals and 
Regionals are expected to do this type of planning 
work on their own as well, the SchoolStat meetings 
allow them to work with their colleagues, who are 
often able to share practices they have found to be 
effective, in the design of improvement plans. The 
meetings have proven to be collegial affairs, with 
principals embracing the opportunity to share ideas.

3. Follow-up: Another key component of the 
SchoolStat program that can be done only in the 
meeting setting is follow-up on previously discussed 
action plans. For example, a facilitator might ask 
participants to share the current state of imple-
mentation, including any challenges that are being 
encountered. This not only allows the Regionals and 
the CAO to monitor the work being done, but also 
provides participants an opportunity to ask for sup-
port when needed. 

4. Evaluation: Because meetings provide a regularly 
occurring opportunity to track progress on the indica-
tors, it becomes clear whether improvement efforts are 
having the desired impact or not. When they are not, 
participants use SchoolStat meeting time to discuss 
their hypotheses as to what is preventing improvement, 
and then decide whether to make slight changes to the 
current strategy or adopt a new strategy. 



www.businessofgovernment.org 19

The Philadelphia Schoolstat model

By having key District staff work through this process 
month after month, SchoolStat aims to drive a cycle 
of improvement in school operations and instruction 
that will ultimately increase student achievement. In 
order to encourage this type of data-driven improve-
ment process, the District has adopted the Plan-Do-
Study-Act (PDSA) cycle to provide a framework for 
facilitating the meetings. PDSA is a continuous 
improvement model developed by Walter Shewhart 
to increase quality control (Johnson, 2002). The four 
steps of PDSA are: 

Plan—planning a change 

Do—taking action according to the plan 

Study—checking the results 

Act—taking action based on the results 

Figure 1 shows the adaptation of PDSA for the 
SchoolStat program. The PDSA model, as its name 
indicates, requires the Regionals and principals to use 
the data to “plan” out what actions they are going to 
take to tackle problems brought to light by the data. 
As Figure 1 indicates, this is done during SchoolStat 
meetings, and the conversation often includes a dis-
cussion of the possible root causes of the problem as 

•

•

•

•

well as possible strategies for improving. From this 
discussion, the participants can choose what particu-
lar actions to take. The next step is to “do” the pro-
posed actions, which means implementing the plan 
at the school or regional office. Once the plan has 
been implemented, participants “study” the results 
as measured by the data, again usually at SchoolStat 
meetings. It may take several months of implementa-
tion before results can realistically be seen. During 
those months, SchoolStat meetings can be used to 
discuss the status of implementation and whether the 
participant needs any additional support to carry out 
the actions. The final step is to use the findings from 
the study phase to “act” by continuing to implement 
the strategy, modifying it, or adopting a new one. 

Meeting Materials
The SchoolStat program uses two documents to 
support the meetings: a KPI PowerPoint presentation 
and the facilitator’s Briefing Memo. The PowerPoint 
presentation is used to show the KPI graphs on a 
screen during the meeting. The meeting agenda is 
built around discussion of the data shown in this 
presentation. Figures 2 and 3 on page 21 represent 
two examples of the KPI graphs used in the region- 
and District-level meetings, respectively.

Figure 1: The PDSA Model Adapted for SchoolStat
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Both figures are typical of the non-instructional KPI 
graphs that are included in each SchoolStat meet-
ing. They display comparisons of participants in the 
room for any given meeting as well as comparisons 
over time. The former is important because it often 
leads to a sharing of strategy when one school or 
region is performing better than another in a par-
ticular area, especially if other factors such as 
demographics, poverty levels, and so on are similar 
across regions or schools. The comparison over 
time is important because (1) it helps catch prob-
lems early on so that the participant can plan and 
implement an improvement strategy (Plan stage) 
and (2) it helps participants determine whether an 
implemented strategy is having the desired impact 
(Study stage).

Some KPIs do not lend themselves to comparisons 
over time. In particular, benchmark test results, 
which are the primary source of instructional data 
for the SchoolStat program, were not designed to 
accurately measure progress from one test to 
another. Instead, they are designed to provide infor-
mation about the level of mastery of the content 
most recently taught. Figure 4 on page 22 represents 
an example of an instructional data graph used in 
SchoolStat meetings. 

The data are presented in a way that helps partici-
pants look for particular skills or types of questions 
that students appear to be struggling with, so that 
the meeting discussion can focus on how principals 
or Regionals can better support teaching in those 
areas. Also, the data represent a District-wide aver-
age, as opposed to breaking out the data by school 
or region. This is occasionally done when the overall 
pattern across the group is the same. The participants 
can therefore discuss the common challenges and 
plan improvements as a group. 

The second document used in the meetings is the 
Briefing Memo, which includes the same KPI graphs 
shown in the PowerPoint presentation, guiding 
questions that the facilitator can use to lead a 
discussion about particular data points, and the 
follow-up questions based on action plans discussed 
in previous SchoolStat meetings. In some cases, 
the facilitator shares the Briefing Memo with the 
participants in advance so that they can prepare 
for the discussion. 

In addition to the PowerPoints and the Briefing 
Memo, two other documents are sometimes used 
during meetings. The Principal’s Dashboard is  
provided to the principals in advance of their 
regional meetings and includes their school’s  
KPI data. The main difference between the Princi-
pal’s Dashboard and the SchoolStat PowerPoint is 
that the SchoolStat PowerPoint displays the data 
for all the schools that are in a meeting group 
together whereas the Dashboard features data for 
the individual principal’s school only. Because 
each graph in the PowerPoint shows data for multi-
ple schools, the data are aggregated to the school 
level only. Alternatively, the Dashboard is able to 
present additional disaggregated data for each KPI. 
The Dashboard can be used to prepare for meet-
ings, and sometimes principals bring them to the 
meetings to use as a reference during conversation. 
Additionally, some principals provide copies to 
their staff to help with school-level planning. 

The Principal’s Dashboard provides principals with 
two levels of information: a high-level view that 
displays the overall school average and a detail-
level view that disaggregates the data. Both views 
are shown in Figures 5 and 6 on page 23. 

This high-level view shows the school-wide percent-
age of students reading at target reading level, based 
on teacher assessments of students, at the end of the 
previous school year, and then each marking period 
of the current school year. 

This detail-level view disaggregates the reading 
levels by ethnicity, allowing principals to determine 
progress in closing the achievement gap. Other dis-
aggregations, including grade level, gender, students 
with special needs, and students with limited English 
proficiency, are also provided to help principals 
determine whether certain groups of students 
require extra attention. 

The last meeting document is a supplementary 
data packet that the SchoolStat analyst will some-
times provide to the Regional and/or each of the 
participants. These packets often include student-
level data, disaggregated data, or correlations 
among different types of data that allow for a more 
detailed analysis of a particular set of questions. 
The analyst generally prepares this at the request 
of the Regional as a piece of customized research, 



www.businessofgovernment.org 21

The Philadelphia Schoolstat model

Figure 3: District-Level KPI Graph Addressing Teacher Absences, Yearly View
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Figure 2: Region-Level KPI Graph Addressing Teacher Absences, Monthly View
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but on some occasions the analysts create it on 
their own initiative in response to questions raised 
in the meetings. 

Table 1 represents an example of the type of data 
that might be included in a supplementary data 
packet. It lists the students at a particular school 
who are failing either math or English and whether 
or not that child is at Tier 2 of CSAP. In a SchoolStat 
meeting, this type of data would be used to drive  
a discussion about whether all the students who 
need Tier 2 interventions are in fact receiving them. 
Because the data are presented at a student level, 
it often makes the action step needed quite clear. 

Principals can also access student-level data on 
their own through the SchoolNet IMS. In particular, 
principals often use the IMS to view instructional 
data such as benchmark test results, reading 

assessments, grades, and year-end standardized test 
results. The IMS provides multiple levels of informa-
tion, including the ability to disaggregate by gen-
der, ethnicity, and grade level, and everything drills 
down to individual student names in order to assist 
with creating targeted action plans. 

1.1.3.A: Identify the purposes and types of text before reading.

1.1.3.C: Use knowledge of phonics, word analysis, syllabication, picture and context clues to decode 
and understand new words during reading.

1.1.3.E: Acquire a reading vocabulary by identifying and correctly using words. Use a dictionary 
when appropriate.

1.1.3.F: Understand the meaning of and use correctly new vocabulary learned in various subject areas.

1.1.3.G: Demonstrate after reading understanding and interpretation of both fiction and nonfiction text.
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Grade 3, Standard 1.1.3 Learning to Read Independently 
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Figure 4: District-Level KPI Graph Addressing Benchmark Results, by Subtopic

Student Name
Failing math  
or English? CSAP?

Student 1 Y N

Student 2 Y N

Student 3 Y N

Student 4 Y Y

Student 5 Y Y

Student 6 Y Y

Table 1: Region-Level Table Addressing CSAP,  
by Student 
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Figure 6: K–8 Student Reading Levels by Ethnicity, as of February 28, 2007
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Figure 5: K–8 Student Reading Levels, as of February 28, 2007

Note: Data for marking periods 2 and 3 are added to the Principal’s Dashboard as they become available.
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Meeting Design
Although the SchoolStat meeting process was 
inspired by the CompStat and CitiStat programs, 
some key differences were introduced from the 
beginning of the project to adapt the model to the 
public school district context. 

Group meetings versus individual meetings: 
Whereas the CitiStat department heads and 
CompStat police captains appear individually or 
with their staff in the meetings with their supervi-
sors, the SchoolStat meetings include three to 10 
peer-level principals at the region-level meetings 
and six Regionals in the District-level meetings. 
The SchoolStat team decided to use this group 
approach for a few reasons. First, Regionals are 
responsible for 12 to 40 schools, and, therefore, 
it was not practical either in terms of scheduling 
or time management for the Regional to hold a 
SchoolStat meeting with each principal every 
month. Second, there are important benefits to 
having a peer group in the room for each meet-
ing. It afforded the opportunity for participants to 
share experiences in what turned out to be a very 
collegial environment. Unlike the various agen-
cies of a city government, schools are similar to 
one another in structure and mission, and a uni-
form set of KPIs could be used for all of them. 
This gave principals and Regionals much in com-
mon to discuss. In addition, the group approach 
allowed for “compare and contrast” discussions 
among the participants with respect to perfor-
mance. For example, two schools with similar 
demographics could engage in discussions with 
the Regional regarding why one school was suc-
cessful in curbing absenteeism while the other 
was not. Therefore, the group meeting structure 
created a positive tension between collegiality 
and competition. 

Frequency of meetings: The Baltimore City 
department heads attend CitiStat meetings every 
two weeks, which contrasts with SchoolStat’s 
monthly meeting schedule for both the region- 
and CAO-level meetings. There were several 
reasons for this decision. First, principals and 
Regionals needed at least 30 days to take action 
and obtain results in response to discussion at 
their SchoolStat meetings. A small change 
based on a two-week data cycle could merely 
be “noise” that does not represent an actual 

•

•

improvement or decline in performance. Also, 
many of the data sets that were available for 
use by the program were prepared on a monthly 
or six-week cycle, including both operational 
data and testing data sets; therefore, it made 
sense to match the meetings to the availability 
of new updated data. Finally, the benefits of 
attending SchoolStat meetings have to be 
weighed against the cost of pulling principals 
out of their buildings during school hours, par-
ticularly for smaller schools that do not have 
assistant principals or other administrators to 
fill in in the case of an emergency. For these 
reasons, the SchoolStat team struck a balance 
by scheduling the meetings one time per month. 

Some aspects of the meeting component were not 
part of the pilot and were added during District-
wide implementation.

District-level meetings: The SchoolStat program 
was conceived as an effort to improve the man-
agement of schools; therefore, it seemed natural 
to start at the region-level with principals as par-
ticipants. When the District began to consider 
expanding the program to all schools, however, 
it became clear that it would be helpful to inte-
grate the regional meetings with the central 
administration in some way. Furthermore, the 
CAO recognized that the program would benefit 
Regionals in the same way that it was designed 
to help principals improve their performance. 
Thus, the District-level meetings were added 
midway through the 2005–06 school year. The 
District-level meeting enables the CAO to gather 
information from the Regionals that he other-
wise would not have access to, including both 
the substance of the discussions with the princi-
pals and the Regionals’ own ideas regarding the 
data. At the same time, the meetings give the 
CAO a vehicle for both making and imple-
menting policy, whether on his own initiative 
or in response to questions or issues raised in 
the meetings. Thus, the bi-level meeting struc-
ture represents a focused vertical communica-
tion network that connects the highest levels 
of District management to the schools through 
the Regionals. 

Horizontal integration meetings: In School 
Year (SY) 06, the SchoolStat team organized 

•

•
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several “horizontal integration” meetings among 
representatives of key central administration 
departments, including instruction, information 
technology, special education, and accountabil-
ity, in an effort to integrate the departments into 
the SchoolStat management system. The theory 
was that these departments could offer their 
expertise and support to the efforts by the CAO 
and the Regionals to develop and implement 
strategies in the field at both the regional and 
school levels. However, these three or so meet-
ings tended to focus on refinement of the data 
measures rather than on the substance of what 
was discussed during the regional and CAO 
meetings. Therefore, although valuable, the 
meetings did not serve the intended integrating 
purpose. During the coming year, the SchoolStat 
team will further explore ways to better inte-
grate the SchoolStat system horizontally across 
central administration departments. One idea is 
to have some of these departmental representa-
tives attend the District-level SchoolStat meet-
ings in the same way that senior city officials 
attend the Baltimore CitiStat meetings.

CAO quarterly site visits: At the same time that 
the SchoolStat program was preparing to launch 
District-wide, the SchoolStat team realized that it 
should align the program with the CAO’s regular 
quarterly meetings with each regional leadership 
team, called the CAO Quarterly Site Visits 
(QSVs). At the QSVs, the CAO and his staff meet 
with each regional team to discuss the region’s 
performance, support needed from the central 
administration, and other matters. Although the 
QSVs existed prior to the creation of SchoolStat 
and were not formally part of the SchoolStat 
process, the CAO and the SchoolStat team rec-

•

ognized their interrelatedness and, therefore, 
aligned the QSV with SchoolStat so that both 
sets of meetings were looking at similar data. 
Because each region meets separately, the QSV 
meetings are an opportunity to discuss the issues 
of performance in greater detail than is possible 
during District-level SchoolStat meetings. 

Meeting Preparation
Figure 7 on page 26 lays out the monthly preparation 
process for the SchoolStat meetings. At the beginning 
of every month, IBM updates the SchoolStat data 
mart with the previous month’s data for all KPIs. This 
data mart is the source for both the presentations pre-
pared by Fels for the SchoolStat meetings and the 
Principal’s Dashboard prepared by SchoolNet.

The preparation centers on analyses of the KPI data 
and creation of the agendas for the upcoming meet-
ings. This process begins with the Fels analysts, who 
create a draft PowerPoint displaying a standard set 
of graphs for each of the approximately 40 monthly 
meetings. The analysts then conduct a deeper analy-
sis of the data by looking for patterns and trends 
across schools and regions as well as examples of 
significant progress or decline in performance. They 
use their observations to draft a Briefing Memo for 
the facilitator that incorporates the KPI graphs, data 
observations, and questions to guide the discussion. 
Next, the Fels analyst meets with the regional or 
District leadership team to review the data and 
discuss the proposed Briefing Memo. During this 
prep meeting, several decisions have to be made:

Which KPIs does the facilitator want to focus 
on? Some facilitators prefer reviewing all the 
KPIs each month so that all performance areas 

1.

The Role of the Facilitator

In Philadelphia, the person tasked with planning and leading the discussion during the monthly SchoolStat 
meetings is referred to as the facilitator. The facilitator of the District-level meeting is the CAO and/or his two 
deputies. At the region-level meetings, the facilitator is the Regional Superintendent. The school leaders whose per-
formance is being reviewed and discussed at the meetings are referred to as the participants. 

At the District-level, the participants are the 12 Regional Superintendents, while at the region-level the partici-
pants are the principals. Some facilitators choose to have several members from their staff attend the meetings 
either to support the facilitation or to participate in the conversations. For example, at a region-level meeting, 
the Regional Superintendent might ask the regional director of instruction to facilitate the portion of the meeting 
devoted to instructional KPIs.
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are consistently monitored, while others like to 
alternate so that there is time for deeper discus-
sion of a few areas. 

Are there any opportunities for improvement, 
or OFIs, that the facilitator wants to address? 
If the facilitator sees declines in performance 
that are particularly worrisome, he or she might 
engage in a discussion with the regional leader-
ship team during the prep meeting to anticipate 
any issues that could come up. In some cases, 
the leadership team will decide on an action 
step that the facilitator will assign during the 
meeting; in other instances, the facilitator will 
delegate this to the participant. 

Are there examples of high performance or 
improvements that the facilitator wants to high-
light? This can be for the purpose of maintaining 
morale as well as to drive conversation about 
potential successful strategies that can be used.

Are there supplemental data sets that would 
support a more in-depth discussion of the OFIs 
and root causes? The facilitator might ask the 
Fels analyst to prepare a data packet in addition 
to the standard set of high-level graphs.

Is there any follow-up on the implementation 
of action steps discussed in previous meetings? 
Depending on how much time has passed since 
the action step was discussed, the facilitator 

2.

3.

4.

5.

might want to ask either how the implementa-
tion is progressing or whether it is having the 
desired impact.

After the prep meeting, the Fels analyst incorporates 
the decisions made into the Briefing Memo, creates 
any additional graphs or tables requested, and sends 
the final documents to the facilitator. Some facilita-
tors use the Briefing Memo during the meetings as a 
guide; others send it to the participants in advance 
of the meeting so that they can come prepared. 

Summary of the Program
In summary, the District and its partners implemented 
the SchoolStat program across all of its 270 tradi-
tional schools and 12 regions during the 2005–06 
school year as described in this section, and the 
program was continued for the 2006–07 school year. 
Although some changes were made in the program 
along the way toward implementation, it still closely 
tracks the original design conceived during the pilot 
stage. The next section addresses whether SchoolStat 
has had the anticipated positive effects on the Dis-
trict’s performance, operations, and culture.

Figure 7: SchoolStat Meeting Preparation

Fels analysts prepare PowerPoints, 
conduct preliminary analyses

SchoolNet publishes the 
Principal’s Dashboard

Participants access Dashboard via 
SchoolNet IMS

Fels analysts and District facilitators 
hold prep meeting

Fels analysts finalize meeting 
documents, send to District 

facilitators and participants via e-mail

IBM prepares SchoolStat data mart
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Impact of SchoolStat

The SchoolStat program was designed to increase 
student achievement by improving school climate, 
student and teacher attendance, and the quality of 
instruction. The theory of action was that by provid-
ing regularly updated data and supporting data-driven 
decision making through monthly stat meetings, the 
SchoolStat program would lead to better school and 
classroom management, which would result in 
improved student performance. This section of the 
report discusses three results from the program: 
(1) improvement in operations as measured by gains 
in the KPIs; (2) increased signs of a data-driven 
culture in the District; and (3) the use of SchoolStat 
as a new communications network that integrates 
the District vertically and horizontally around 
common goals and targets. 

Although the positive results described below are 
consistent with expectations, it is not possible to say 
that SchoolStat alone caused the improvements. The 
program did not include a randomized controlled 
trial that would allow a more definitive comparison 

between schools participating in SchoolStat and  
others that did not. Moreover, the District has 
implemented other programs to improve school 
performance and increase data use during the past 
five to 10 years, including the proliferation of char-
ter schools, the use of private managers to adminis-
ter 39 of the District’s lowest-performing schools, 
the transition to a single core curriculum, and the 
creation of the IMS to provide instructional data to 
teachers and principals. Nevertheless, the results are 
promising and are supported by anonymous survey 
results indicating that the participants themselves 
have found SchoolStat to be a useful program for 
improving performance. 

Impact on Performance
The KPI data indicates that median school perfor-
mance improved on all but one of the indicators. 
Table 2 presents a summary of performance before 
and after SchoolStat implementation. For the four 
non-instructional indicators, the median rate during 

Median Rates for September–December

KPI
SY  

2003–04
SY  

2004–05
SY  

2005–06
SY  

2006–07

Suspensions per 100 students 6.379 5.653 6.008 3.737

Student % absence rate 7.85% 7.61% 7.98% 7.06%

Short-term teacher % absence rate 4.15% 3.88% 3.68% 3.14%

Long-term teacher % absence rate 2.12% 1.88% 1.97% 1.82%

Violent incidents per 100 students 0.919 1.038 0.909 0.909

Median Rates for Spring Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) Administration

Literacy PSSA: % below basic or basic 68.10% 65.36% 63.23%

Math PSSA: % below basic or basic 71.99% 58.39% 56.34%

Table 2: Median School KPI Data 
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the time period September–December is shown over 
four years, with SY04, SY05, and SY06 being before 
implementation and SY07 after.5 The Pennsylvania 
System of School Assessment (PSSA) results are used 
to measure impact on instruction, and the median 
rate of students scoring below basic and basic on 
the spring administration in SY04, SY05, and SY06 
is shown, with SY04 and SY05 being before and 
SY06 being after.6 All results are calculated as the 
median performance for all 270 schools participat-
ing in the SchoolStat program; that is, half of the 
schools performed better than the reported rate and 
half performed below. This methodology gives equal 
weight to all schools regardless of size because 
SchoolStat is a school-level intervention, making 
the school the unit of measurement for the program. 
The results, with a particular focus on changes after 
SchoolStat implementation, are summarized below:

Student suspensions, student attendance, and 
long-term teacher absences improved in SY07 
versus SY06. 

Short-term teacher absences showed improve-
ment all four years, but had the greatest year-to-
year improvement in SY07. 

There was no change in performance in SY07 
for violent incidents.

PSSA results improved over all three years, with 
no considerable difference after implementation. 

A second analysis was performed to see how  
performance looked broken out month by month 
over several years in order to see which KPI num-
bers moved first, when, and by how much. This 
data is displayed in Figures 8–12. When reviewing 
the figures, it is important to note that the regional 
SchoolStat meetings did not begin until late 
November 2005 and, therefore, the program could 
not begin to impact the KPI data until the next 
month, December 2005, or, more realistically, the 
months following the holiday break. In addition, 
the CAO meetings did not begin until March 2006, 
and, therefore, they could not begin to have impact 
until late in the school year. One additional factor 
appears to have had an important impact on school 
performance and the KPI data during the launch 
year. The annual statewide PSSA tests were adminis-
tered in April during 2005, the year before imple-
mentation, and then were moved up one month 
to March 2006 during the implementation year. 

•

•

•

•

This could explain why the KPIs, as represented in 
Figures 8–12, showed immediate improvement after 
launch and then several showed a decline as com-
pared to the previous year as soon as the tests were 
taken. One of the lessons that can be taken from 
the program is that school performance might be 
improved by pushing annual statewide tests closer 
to the end of the academic year.

Suspensions 
As predicted, the student suspension rate in most 
schools decreased almost immediately after launch 
of the program (see Figure 8). The decision to issue a 
suspension is almost entirely at the discretion of the 
principal, who can usually use alternative responses 
to misbehavior.7 As a result, principals have more 
control over their performance for this KPI than some 
of the others, and it is therefore more quickly 
impacted by SchoolStat. The suspension measure 
also represents the program’s ability to serve as a 
policy implementation tool connecting the CAO 
to the classroom. From the first set of meetings, 
the Regionals, following guidance from the CAO, 
informed principals that they wanted schools to use 
alternatives to suspension where appropriate, and the 
results support a conclusion that this happened.

Student Absence Rates
The program also saw an almost immediate positive 
impact on the median school student percent 
absence rate, but this progress reversed itself for the 
two months immediately following the March 2006 
PSSA tests (see Figure 9). Performance improved 
over the previous year in June, the final month of 
the school year, and this improvement continued 
through each of the first four months of the current 
year. 

Teacher Absence Rates
The SchoolStat program breaks median teacher 
percent absence rates into two KPIs: short-term 
absences (nine or fewer consecutive absences) and 
long-term absences (10 or more consecutive days). 
This distinction was worked into the KPI after princi-
pals asserted that they could not control long-term 
illnesses, injuries, pregnancies, and child-care leave, 
and that, therefore, it was not fair or useful to include 
these types of absences in the overall absence rates. 
Rather than eliminate the measure completely, the 
SchoolStat team began displaying the data separately, 
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Figure 9: Median Student Absence Rate, by Month
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holding firm to a belief that potential abuses of the 
long-term leave policy could be reduced with atten-
tion and that discussions regarding the data might 
also impact the policy over time.

Short-Term Teacher Absences
Short-term teacher percent absence rates followed  
a pattern similar to student absences (see Figure 
10). They improved immediately after launch as 
compared to the previous year and then turned 
negative after the PSSAs in March 2006. This  
negative trend, however, did not reverse itself 
until September 2006, when they began a signifi-
cant month-by-month decrease in comparison  
to the previous year. As noted above, the short-
term teacher absence rates for the September 
through December 2005 period had already  
continued a pre-SchoolStat trend downward,  
but the greatest year-to-year gains occurred during 
the first four months of the current year, the 
period after the SchoolStat launch. These results 
could indicate that SchoolStat is helping to  
accelerate the improvement in short-term teacher 
absences; the data for the rest of the current school 
year, and in particular the post-PSSA months,  
will allow for a longer-term comparison later in 
the year. 

Long-Term Teacher Absences
The month-by-month KPI data shows that long-
term median teacher percent absence rates across 
the District began to decrease a few months after 
program implementation and have continued their 
decrease each consecutive month since then (see 
Figure 11). The results indicate that the Regionals 
and principals might have more control over these 
types of absences than previously thought. 

Violent Incidents
The serious incidents KPI is broken out into violent 
and non-violent incidents. Non-violent include 
serious illnesses or accidents that occur on school 
property and must be reported. Most of the focus 
during SchoolStat is on violent incidents, which 
include abductions, assaults, drug and alcohol 
offenses, incendiary fires, moral offenses, robberies, 
and weapon offenses, because these incidents 
reflect school climate. This analysis includes only 
violent incidents (see Figure 12). The median school 
rate of violent incidents per 100 students has been 
erratic, with some months lower than the previous 
year and some higher. Overall, the rate was the same 
for the first four months of the current year as for 
last year, thus showing no improvement or deterio-
ration. This represents the only non-instructional 
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KPI measure that did not improve over the previ-
ous year through the first four months of the 
school year. 

PSSA Results
Although the results included in Table 2 (see page 
27) indicate that there was improvement from the 
2005 to 2006 PSSA administration, it is not reason-
able to conclude that SchoolStat was responsible. 
An upward trend in PSSA results predates the begin-
ning of implementation. Moreover, the 2006 test 
was administered only five months after the begin-
ning of District-wide implementation, and the team 
expects that influencing instruction via SchoolStat 
would take longer. This KPI will always be the most 
challenging to demonstrate. 

Reading Levels, Benchmark Test Results, and 
CSAP 
Three of the KPIs that are included in the SchoolStat 
program are not included in this analysis. First, read-
ing levels are measured by teachers using a subjec-
tive assessment process. They are therefore subject 
to a degree of variability from assessor to assessor, 
making them a less reliable indicator for measuring 
academic results than the PSSA. Second, the bench-
mark tests were excluded because they are designed 
to identify areas of student weakness based only 
on the content taught in the previous six-week 
cycle. The District’s instructional experts, therefore, 
conclude that they are not an accurate or reliable 
means for measuring student or school progress over 
time. CSAP has been excluded because, unlike the 
other indicators, there is not a specific target for 
performance. Appropriate use of Tier 2 interventions 
might mean that a school has more referrals to Tier 
2 one year and less the following year, depending 
on the needs of the students. Currently, there is no 
data captured electronically to evaluate the quality 
of CSAP interventions; this is something that the KPI 
committee may revisit as they review the KPIs for 
the upcoming school year.

What Do the Regionals and Principals Think?
The SchoolStat team conducted an anonymous sur-
vey of both the Regionals and the principals in the 
District in March 2006, five months after launch. 
These key participants gave the SchoolStat program 
high scores overall and indicated that they believe it 
is a useful tool that helps them achieve their goals. 

The following response to the survey question below 
sums up this general view and is consistent with the 
view that the program was at least partly responsible 
for the KPI improvements:

SchoolStat survey question:  As a principal/regional 
superintendent, how useful overall is the SchoolStat 
process in helping you to achieve your school’s/
region’s goals?

	 Regionals: 4.7 out of 5

	 Principals: 4.2 out of 5 

Impact on Culture 
The program set out to transform the District into a 
data-driven organization. Based on the SchoolStat 
team’s observations of SchoolStat meetings,8 discus-
sions with various District staff members throughout 
the period of implementation, and several formal 
interviews conducted by the authors in SY07, it is 
apparent that the participants in the program have 
come to better understand data and to begin to 
incorporate it into their management practices. 

First and foremost, performance data of the type 
embodied in the SchoolStat KPI PowerPoints and 
the SchoolNet Principal’s Dashboard were not pre-
viously available to Regionals, principals, or the 
CAO’s staff in easily accessible and understandable 
formats. Therefore, SchoolStat offered the first oppor-
tunity for many to receive data in an ongoing fash-
ion, representing a leap forward in itself. Second, 
the meeting process forced participants to review 
and talk about the data in a group setting, thus 
providing a forum to learn about what the data says 
and how it can be used. In this way, as could be 
observed during the monthly meetings, the program 
served as a vast professional development program 
that month by month raised the level of data under-
standing and usage across the District. 

In addition, the SchoolStat team observed that the 
Regionals and principals began to go beyond merely 
understanding the data to adopting new data-driven 
practices, including the following: making data 
public; reviewing data with staff and students; plan-
ning for improvement in response to opportunities 
brought to light by updated data; and planning pro-
actively in response to previous years’ trends. Taken 
alone, any one of these changes would represent 
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an improvement over prior practices, but taken 
together, they show that the District’s culture has 
begun to operationalize the regular use of data as 
part of its management routines, and this represents 
an important step toward establishing a data-driven 
organizational culture.

1.	 Making the Data Internally Available
“I have data posted throughout the office, and 
I use my SchoolStat meetings to encourage 
my principals to do the same. It’s important to 
let your staff know what your priorities are and 
what they should be shooting for.” 

—Harry Gaffney, Southwest Region 
Superintendent

Once SchoolStat launched, the first new practice 
that the team observed was that a number of 
Regionals and principals began to post the data 
at their regional offices and schools. For example, 
several Regional Superintendents enlarged the 
SchoolStat graphs and displayed them along the 
walls of the hallways in their offices. Similarly, 
principals began to post the SchoolStat PowerPoints 
on bulletin boards in the main office to communi-
cate to teachers and other staff the importance of 
improving climate, attendance, and instruction. 
They also began to request that the posted graphs 
be personalized for them by adding color coding, 
graphical representation of targets, and other ele-
ments that demonstrated that they understood the 
power of the data to motivate better performance.

Some principals also distributed data directly to 
teachers and staff. Early on, principals began to 
request that the SchoolStat PowerPoint be e-mailed 
to them so that they could share it with other staff 
members. Some principals took it a step further, such 
as the principal of a K–8 school who began preparing 
a weekly teacher dashboard for all his teachers. The 
dashboard includes updated data on SchoolStat KPIs 
such as student attendance, suspension rates, teacher 
absence rates, and benchmark results, as well as his 
own indicators, including completion of instructional 
activities mandated by the District’s core curriculum. 
The data is personalized for all teachers, so that they 
can see how they and their students are performing 
relative to the school as a whole. He credits the 
SchoolStat program with both the idea and design 
of his teacher dashboard, and he believes that it has 

caused teachers and staff to incorporate use of data 
into their practices.

Finally, a number of Regionals and principals have 
created private “data rooms” that house large high-
level graphs showing not only overall school perfor-
mance but also more detailed data that is used to 
track progress for individual students or schools. 
In one school, the principal draws upon benchmark 
and report card data to create lists of struggling stu-
dents in each grade and then uses it to track imple-
mentation of the supports being offered to these 
students. A Regional developed a system of symbols 
to identify which schools need to achieve improve-
ments to meet performance targets for each of the 
KPIs; her data room prominently featured this infor-
mation so that her staff knew at any moment which 
schools to be focusing on.

2.	 Reviewing Data with Staff and Students
“Some principals started talking about how 
great it was to share the data with their 
teachers and, before you know it, everyone 
started taking the data back to their school 
and using it in their staff meetings.” 

—LaFra Young, Central Region  
Superintendent

In addition to posting performance data, principals 
developed processes for sharing and discussing data 
with their teachers and other staff. At the SchoolStat 
meetings, most Regionals encourage principals to 
share both the SchoolStat graphs and the substance 
of the regional meetings with their teachers and other 
staff. To date, however, principals have been given 
discretion over how and whether to use the SchoolStat 
materials upon returning to their schools for the 30-
day period between meetings. Therefore, the school-
level process varies greatly from school to school. 

In some schools, the principal reviews the informa-
tion with members of the school leadership team, 
who are then tasked with sharing it with other staff 
either formally or informally. Other principals incor-
porate the data more directly by reviewing it with 
staff and teachers, either during school-wide meet-
ings or during meetings of grade-level or content-
area specific groups of teachers. Some principals 
have also invited SchoolStat team members to help 
present the SchoolStat data to the staff. 
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Often, the data review is accompanied by a discus-
sion about how to improve performance. For exam-
ple, at a recent elementary school staff meeting, 
teachers were asked to review the data, and were 
given a chart to write down any opportunities for 
improvement for their grade and/or classroom, the 
root causes for those OFIs, and the action steps they 
were going to implement to improve performance. 
In addition to helping the teachers think about how 
to make use of the data, these handouts allowed the 
principal both to track implementation of the strate-
gies and to share them with the Regional and other 
principals at the next regional SchoolStat meeting.

The principal of a comprehensive high school has 
developed her own school-level SchoolStat process. 
She begins her staff meeting by sharing the SchoolStat 
PowerPoint from her regional meeting with her 
school leadership team, which includes her staff 
and lead teachers. The leadership team is broken 
out into subcommittees that each focuses on a per-
formance area, including academics, school cli-
mate, and attendance, among other areas that reflect 
her priorities. Then she holds a “performance review” 
meeting each Friday morning where the subcommit-
tees present, using SchoolStat and other data, on the 
school’s progress toward their subcommittee’s goals. 
This weekly meeting is then used to create and drive 
actions and processes that are designed to improve 
each area. 

Finally, some high school principals have asked 
their teachers to discuss the SchoolStat data with 
their students in order to give the students perspec-
tive on the impact of their own behavior on the 
school’s performance. In some cases, the principals 
have posted SchoolStat graphs that compare their 
school’s performance to their peer schools in order 
to mobilize the natural competitiveness of their 
students who want to be better than their rivals. This 
practice matches well to a broader District initiative, 
called “student reflections,” in which students ana-
lyze their own benchmark test results.

3.	� Planning for Improvement in Response to 
Current Data

“SchoolStat is helping us use the data we 
have so that we are responding to problems 
as we go. I love when I see school leaders in 
Philadelphia digging under the hood of the 
car, using the data to identify exactly what is 

holding us back and then acting on that 
information.”

—Gregory E. Thornton, Ed.D.,  
Chief Academic Officer

The SchoolStat meetings have proven to be a good 
vehicle for generating data-driven strategies. The 
process varies from region to region, but the results 
have been generally successful; the exchange 
among Regionals and principals often leads to 
action. For example, some Regionals ask their 
principals to complete simple forms during or 
immediately after the meetings that describe 
actions they can or have taken to improve perfor-
mance, and then the Regionals share that informa-
tion at the next meeting. In other cases, principals 
simply bring a notebook and can be seen jotting 
down ideas as their colleagues talk. 

In addition, the dialogue has become more sophis-
ticated as the participants learned how to use the 
data and to engage in the meetings more effectively. 
For example, many of the earlier discussions focused 
on simple incentive schemes that could be used to 
encourage better performance. These included posi-
tive recognition, awards, gift certificates, and other 
things that were publicly delivered and that were 
designed to encourage both emulation by and 
competition among teachers and students. Several 
Regional Superintendents also created rewards for 
the highest performing or most improved schools in 
each of the different performance areas, often a 
trophy or certificate that gets passed to the new 
leader each month. Some participants have expressed 
surprise that these token incentives can have such 
impact. However, though these strategies are not 
sophisticated, they can get results. As one Regional 
stated, “When we walk into a building, those folks 
cling to those trophies and they look at the data so 
hard each month to make sure that they are moving.” 

As participants became more comfortable with the 
process, conversations began to go deeper and to 
identify the root causes of poor performance, which 
has led to more developed strategies that might 
address those causes. In the East region, Regional 
Superintendent Dr. Marylouise DeNicola arranged 
for cohorts of schools to work together during the 
first few SchoolStat meetings of the year to create 
improvement plans for each of the KPIs. At a meet-
ing focusing on student attendance in November 
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SY07, one school in particular had declining student 
attendance and was struggling to identify what to do 
about it. After discussing the issue with her col-
leagues, she eventually decided to focus on paren-
tal involvement. The group discussed strategies that 
included personal follow-up with parents of absen-
tee students and the recognition of parents of stu-
dents with good attendance. The principal decided 
to first try a program that honors parents of children 
with perfect attendance in order to reinforce a posi-
tive school culture regarding attendance.

There are numerous examples of actions that were 
taken at the school level in response to climate data. 
For example, schools with high or increasing num-
bers of suspensions introduced alternatives to sus-
pensions such as “in-school accommodation rooms” 
where students can spend a day or more separated 
from their class. Some principals preferred using an 
accommodation room so that the student could do 
work rather than receive a day off. In response to 
detail-level data on students with multiple suspen-
sions, principals decided to write letters to parents, 
hold personal conferences with the students, and 
in some cases recommend the student for CSAP, the 
District’s system of student support and intervention. 

Sometimes the SchoolStat discussion leads princi-
pals to identify a particular process or policy that 
needs to be changed. For example, climate discus-
sions led principals to discover that too many school 
staff members had the authority to suspend children 
and that they sometimes applied different guidelines 
for making a decision to suspend. In response, prin-
cipals restricted the number of staff who can sus-
pend students, often to just the principal (for smaller 
schools) or the principal and an assistant principal 
or disciplinarian (for the larger schools). One 
Regional took this a step further and created a pol-
icy for the schools in her region stating clearly that 
no more than two staff members at a school can 
have the authority to suspend.

In other instances, the meeting facilitator assigned 
particular action steps that he or she believed would 
address a certain challenge being discussed. For 
example, after one region spent time discussing 
high suspension rates in many schools, the Regional 
tasked each principal with creating a progressive 
discipline policy for the school that would include 
alternatives to suspension for less serious initial 

offenses. Although the policies were to be based 
on each school’s particular strengths and chal-
lenges, the principals were able to use subsequent 
SchoolStat meetings to brainstorm and share ideas 
with each other as they developed their plans.  
In another instance, following a discussion about 
teacher absences data, one Regional required all 
principals to review their detailed data and submit a 
list of teachers with excessive absences, along with 
documentation of the action taken in each instance. 

4.	� Planning Proactively in Response to 
Previous-Year Trends 

“The data has shown us that some problems 
can be anticipated. It’s our job to look for 
trends and respond proactively.”

—Al Bichner, Deputy Chief  
Academic Officer

The District and school leaders have begun to use 
the SchoolStat data to be more proactive about their 
strategies for the upcoming year. For example, dur-
ing a District-level meeting held during the current 
school year, the Regionals realized that the student 
monthly student attendance rate dropped off signifi-
cantly immediately after the PSSA examinations dur-
ing the previous three years. Moreover, they isolated 
the annual test as the source of the trend, because it 
was offered in April in one year and in March in 
another. In both instances, the attendance rates rose 
during the month of the test and then dropped off 
significantly the next month and thereafter until the 
end of the school year. When faced with data that 
clearly indicates the existence of a post-testing 
slump, the administrators were driven to action. 

The Regionals then set out to attack this problem, 
focusing on practices that were within their control, 
because the test date was set by the state and not 
likely to change in the short term. The Regionals felt 
that there were District and school policies and 
practices that sent the message to teachers, parents, 
and students that the school year is effectively over 
once the test is administered. These included the 
practice of report card grades being determined 
before the last day of classes, and proms and gradu-
ation ceremonies scheduled as early as May, even 
though classes continue through mid-June. From 
there the conversation turned to the action steps that 
could be taken to address these issues, including 
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postponing all end-of-year events until June, encour-
aging teachers to plan project-based lessons that 
would generate enthusiasm in students in the final 
months, and better communicating with parents the 
importance of attending school consistently through 
the very last day. 

Although the discussion has focused entirely on 
actions within the District’s control, it is also possible 
that the District could use this data to lobby the 
Commonwealth to push the testing date as far back 
in the year as possible to improve school perfor-
mance during the last few months of the school year.

Impact on Communication
Although not specifically designed to serve as a 
communications network, SchoolStat, like other stat 
programs, has improved communication across the 
organization (O’Connell, 2001; Henderson, 2003). 
The nature of the group meeting structure has created 
horizontal communications channels among groups 
of principals and Regionals that did not exist before. 
It has also created a vertical set of links that connect 
the schools to the central administration and that 
facilitate a regular flow of questions, concerns, infor-
mation, and policy decisions up and down the orga-
nization. Moreover, the centering of the conversations 
within this network on a common set of KPIs has 
generated a new data-centric language within the 
District that is based upon the SchoolStat terminol-
ogy. The combination of the new networks and the 
common language has begun to reshape the District 
into a more data-driven organization. 

1.	 Horizontal Communication 
“The best parts about the SchoolStat  
program are the sharing of ideas and the 
excitement generated when a principal 
comes back to the next meeting and says 
that the idea they got from their colleague 
has worked at their school.”

—Marylouise DeNicola, East Region 
Superintendent

SchoolStat has created a series of horizontal com-
munications networks among groups of principals. 
Principals traditionally operate independently from 
one another. Even when they do have the opportunity 
to sit in meetings with other principals, they are 
usually receiving information from the central office 

rather than sharing it with one another. SchoolStat 
meetings provide an opportunity for principals to 
discuss common challenges and share promising 
practices with each other. The same is true for 
Regionals. In interviews with both principals and 
Regionals, the sharing of ideas between colleagues 
was repeatedly mentioned as one of the most useful 
components of the program. This finding was sup-
ported by the following question and responses from 
an anonymous participant survey taken during the 
spring of 2006:

SchoolStat survey question: How useful are the 
monthly discussions with your colleagues in helping 
you identify possible solutions to challenges in the 
areas of attendance, school climate, and academic 
achievement?

	 Regionals: 4.6 out of 5

	 Principals: 4.5 out of 5 

In some cases, the meetings have sparked the 
creation of new lines of communication that oper-
ate outside of the regular meeting times. Principals 
come to know each other in the meetings and then 
start to interact outside of them. For example, princi-
pals have begun to visit their counterparts in other 
schools to observe a particular strategy in action, 
and have engaged in follow-up discussions by 
phone. Some principals have even requested that 
the ideas discussed across the 40 meetings District-
wide be collated and sent to all principals so that 
they can benefit from the discussions in other meet-
ings as well.

2.	 Vertical Communication
“We are always looking for ways that the cen-
tral office can better serve the people in the 
field. I’ve been able to learn a lot about the 
issues that concern Regional Superintendents, 
principals, and teachers through the School-
Stat meetings.”

—Lucy Feria, Deputy Chief  
Academic Officer

While the horizontal communication has begun 
to have an impact on District culture, the vertical 
network has taken the first steps toward becoming 
a focusing vehicle for identifying, framing, and 
addressing a wide range of questions across the 
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layers of management. The District is a highly 
centralized organization in which most policies and 
procedures are determined at the central office and 
then communicated to the school leaders in the field, 
where they are then implemented. A natural tension 
exists between those making the decisions and those 
carrying out those decisions, particularly where there 
has been no means of regular communication 
between them. A common refrain from those in the 
field is that the people in the central office are not as 
familiar with conditions in the schools and, therefore, 
policy decisions sometimes miss the mark. The 
SchoolStat meetings have begun to bridge this divide 
and to improve vertical communication flow. 

For example, principals have persistently voiced con-
cerns about the benchmark tests when reviewing the 
data in SchoolStat meetings. The main complaint was 
that many K–8 students are required to take the test 
on computers through an online system. Although 
this has important benefits, such as making the test 
results data available instantly for use in lesson plans, 
many principals voiced concern that students were 
performing poorly not because they did not know the 
material but because they had trouble taking the test 
on the computer. A second complaint was that many 
principals believe that the tests are not fully aligned 
with the curriculum. The principals shared their 
thoughts about the benchmarks with the Regionals 
at the region-level SchoolStat meetings, who then 
discussed them with the CAO during the District-
level meetings, thus conveying concerns from the 
field to central office staff. In response, the District 
scheduled a meeting between the Regionals and the 
departmental directors responsible for the benchmark 
test program to work through these issues in collab-
oration, thus bringing expertise from the central 
administration and experience from the field to bear 
on solving the problems.

The regional offices help implement District policy 
both by acting as the liaison between the central 
administration and the schools and by providing 
direct support to the schools. The following example 
illustrates how the SchoolStat process was used to 
resolve confusion in the field about a District proce-
dure. CSAP is the three-tier process designed to 
reduce barriers to academic achievement for strug-
gling students.9 Tier 1 is meant to support groups of 
students with similar challenges. Students who do 
not show progress at Tier 1 are moved to Tier 2, 

where an individualized plan is created and 
implemented. Tier 3 is an evaluation process to 
determine whether the children for whom Tier 2 
interventions have not been effective are eligible for 
special education services. (See the sidebar on page 
12 for more about CSAP.)

For the first several months of region-level SchoolStat 
meetings, many principals expressed the opinion that 
the data showing the number of students at Tier 2 was 
too low. The Regionals brought this concern to the 
CAO’s attention, who referred it to the SchoolStat 
Technical Committee, which in turn asked the Office 
of Specialized Services (OSS), which oversees CSAP, 
to investigate. After a review of the CSAP database 
and the SchoolStat data mart, OSS concluded that 
many schools had not re-entered Tier 2 students from 
the previous year into the database at the start of the 
year because they assumed that the information auto-
matically carried over from year to year. OSS drafted 
a brief explanation of the proper procedure, which 
was provided to each Regional Superintendent, who 
then communicated the information to principals at 
the next month’s SchoolStat meetings. 

For several reasons, SchoolStat’s potential as a com-
munication tool has not yet been fully harnessed. 
First, the District has not yet consciously decided to 
use it as a communications network beyond its 
focus on performance measurement. It was designed 
and implemented for this more narrow purpose, and 
its broader potential has only gradually become evi-
dent to the SchoolStat team and to District officials. 
Second, perhaps as a consequence of the first rea-
son, the CAO meetings have not included represen-
tatives from other central office departments, thus 
causing a break in the horizontal network at the 
central level. Finally, the program does not yet link 
directly into the schools beyond the principal’s 
involvement in region-level meetings. 

One of the weaknesses that became apparent  
during the District-wide implementation was that 
principals often felt pressure to answer questions 
during SchoolStat meetings, even if they did not 
have all the information they needed. By imple-
menting a school-level meeting, principals could 
better understand their school’s challenges so that 
they would be better prepared to answer questions 
during SchoolStat meetings, to help identify the 
action steps needed to improve, and to request the 
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regional support needed to successfully improve 
performance. The leadership team would then be 
able to take responsibility for communicating the 
actions needed to the teachers and staff who would 
implement them. The school-level meeting would 
also align SchoolStat with another of the District’s 
data-driven improvement processes—the School 
Improvement Plan (SIP). Each year schools are 
required to create a plan that identifies weaknesses 
from the previous year and maps out a plan for 
addressing them. The school-level SchoolStat meet-
ing would provide principals with a structure for 
ensuring that the action steps outlined in the SIP 
are being implemented on schedule, while using the 
SchoolStat data to drive discussion about whether 
these actions are having the desired impact. 

Figure 13 shows the current model, with the District- 
and regional-level meetings in place. It also shows a 
possible future enhancement of the program, in the 
form of school-level meetings at which principals 
meet with their school leadership team to review the 
SchoolStat data and the substance of the discussions 
from the region-level meeting, as well as the action 

steps for the coming month. This school-level meeting 
would, in turn, inform the work of the individuals 
actually implementing many of the action steps, rep-
resented by the bottom row of circles on the diagram. 

Summary of the Program’s Impact
By all measures, the SchoolStat program has 
begun to have its desired impact on the District’s 
operations and culture. The performance numbers 
are improving just as predicted from the outset 
with the exception of the violent incident median 
rates, which have held constant. The District is 
becoming far more conversant in the use of data 
both to measure performance and to diagnose and 
treat problems. And the program has become an 
extensive communications network that has the 
potential to serve as a central nervous system for 
gathering and dispensing information. Together, 
these results support the premise for the program, 
which is that stat programs can be adapted to large 
public organizations like the District and can serve 
as the mechanism for transforming them into data- 
and performance-driven institutions.

Figure 13: SchoolStat as a Communication Tool
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Lessons Learned and Conclusion

The authors have looked back upon their four years 
of experience with the Philadelphia SchoolStat pro-
gram and have compiled some of the lessons that 
they have learned. Although much has been written 
about stat programs, the authors hope that their 
role as practitioner/participant observers in the cre-
ation of SchoolStat, rather than as strictly academic 
researchers, enabled them to offer additional 
insights. The lessons have embedded within them 
the realization that public sector managers operate 
within a context of significant political, financial, 
time, authority, technical, and personnel constraints. 
Getting SchoolStat implemented within this environ-
ment was challenging. However, the experience has 
proven that getting these types of performance man-
agement programs into place is possible and that 
they can have positive impacts. It has also brought 
to light certain lessons that might improve the 
chances of success for other public leaders seeking 
to implement stat programs in their organizations. 
The lessons are grouped into three categories: 

Lessons for the leadership of an organization 
creating a stat program 

Lessons for the team tasked with designing the 
stat program 

Lessons for individuals that facilitate the stat 
meetings

Lessons for the Stat Program’s 
Leaders

1. Strong leadership is required to initiate and 
sustain a stat program.
The type of organizational transformation that is 
needed to mount a stat program requires a large 

•

•

•

number of personnel to embrace new values, tech-
nologies, processes, and job tasks. It takes a strong 
leader to initiate such a change and an even stron-
ger one to sustain it as changing priorities, unex-
pected challenges, contrary and deeply rooted 
interests, and the comfort of old routines inevitably 
work to undermine it. 

To achieve such a transformation, the organization’s 
leader must win support or “buy-in” from the orga-
nization’s staff in order to entice them to act in 
concert with the program. This is important because 
institution of the stat program is not a silver bullet 
that will lead to improvement if participants are 
merely going through the motions; they need to 
actively engage in the hard work of analyzing data, 
solving problems, and testing new strategies. Jim 
Collins’ flywheel analogy is appropriate here—the 
more that a leader can demonstrate unwavering 
support of the stat program, the more that people 
see the stat program as central to all the leader’s 
other initiatives, and the more that the leader publi-
cizes the small victories achieved along the way, 
the more that his or her staff will join the leader in 
pushing the flywheel until eventually the momen-
tum generated will be enough to achieve the big 
results (Collins, 2001).

There are several things that the leader can do to 
build this support. First, the leader must demonstrate 
unwavering commitment to the stat program through 
both word and deed. For example, in Philadelphia, 
Southwest Regional Superintendent Gaffney demon-
strated the former by repeatedly stating to principals 
that SchoolStat was his number one non-instructional 
priority at the beginning of nearly every SchoolStat 
meeting during the pilot program. District CAO 
Thornton demonstrated the same type of leadership 
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for the District-wide launch a year later. He began 
the process by telling both central staff and the 
Regionals that SchoolStat was a major initiative for 
him and that he was going to do whatever he had 
to do to make it happen. Both he and Gaffney sup-
ported the talk with action by personally facilitating 
each of the SchoolStat meetings during the first year 
of implementation, rather than delegating that role 
to a deputy. 

Second, the leader should explain to staff how the 
stat program is the vehicle for and is inextricably 
intertwined with the achievement of his or her goals 
for the organization. This alignment of person with 
method and with goal buttresses the program and 
further helps achieve support from the bureaucracy. 
In Philadelphia, Thornton arranged for kickoff pre-
sentations that were delivered prior to launch by 
the SchoolStat team to each of the regions that were 
attended by all of the principals within the region. 
The presentations described the core components 
and thereby reduced staff anxiety by transforming 
the unknown into the known. But more importantly, 
they presented SchoolStat as the CAO’s plan for 

improving the District and for helping school lead-
ers meet their NCLB improvement requirements.

Third, the leader must secure the financial and 
human resources necessary to make the program 
happen. In some cases, a leader may be able to seek 
out alternative sources of funding. In Philadelphia, 
for example, Thornton worked with the development 
office to secure a grant to help defray a portion of 
the costs of the first year of District-wide implemen-
tation of SchoolStat. Such funding is normally not 
available; even in Philadelphia, the grant lasted for 
just one year and represented only about 20 percent 
of the program’s cost. Therefore, the leader will 
likely need to allocate scarce resources from within 
the organization to the stat program, and this could 
require painful spending cuts in other areas. For 
example, the District faced an unexpected budget 
deficit of $73 million during 2006 and needed rap-
idly to make cuts to staff and programs.10 Thornton 
made the difficult budget decisions necessary to 
preserve the program just as it was beginning to 
get off the ground and show promising results. This 
reinforced the CAO’s message that SchoolStat was a 

Lessons for the Stat Program’s Leaders 

Strong leadership is required to initiate and sustain a stat program.

�The goal of “continuous improvement” applies to the program as well as to the organization.

Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good.

Stat programs are flexible and can be adapted to fit different contexts.

An external partnership can be an effective vehicle for program implementation.

�The stat program needs to be given time for development, implementation, and results. 

Lessons for the Stat Program’s Designers

�Begin the KPI selection process with a clear understanding of the relationship between the outputs and 
outcomes of the organization.

When choosing KPIs, keep quick wins in mind. 

�You can (and should) build the stat program around the technical capabilities you currently have, while 
identifying and working toward the technical upgrades you want.

�There can be benefits to conducting stat meetings with groups of participants.

Lessons for the Stat Program’s Facilitators

Don’t assume participants know how to use the data.

Facilitators must both motivate and monitor.
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priority for him, and this further motivated the staff 
to engage with the program.

Finally, the leader should convene the appropriate 
stakeholders as early in the process as possible, 
both to gain their expertise and to earn their support 
through collaborative dialogue. Thornton did this 
through his creation of the KPI committee, which 
ensured that every department had a voice in the 
choice of the KPIs. This process of creating the KPIs 
by consensus began the process of incorporating 
key personnel into the development effort, thus 
introducing them to the program and taking the first 
steps toward winning their support.

2. The goal of “continuous improvement” 
applies to the program as well as to the 
organization.
As described in the first section of the report, the 
Philadelphia SchoolStat program has evolved since 
inception. Although the core components remained 
the same, a number of major and minor adjustments 
were made along the way in response to feedback 
from participants, changing circumstances, and 
lessons learned from experience with the program. 
For example, each year KPIs have been added, 
removed, reformulated, and displayed differently. 
A different process, including new technology, was 
used to access and organize the data in the pilot 
than in the District-wide implementation. Finally, 
after observing that the meeting discussions during 
the first year of District-wide implementation were 
not focusing enough on problem solving, the team 
introduced the “Plan-Do-Study-Act” framework and 
provided professional development to facilitators so 
they would know how and why to use it. 

Stat program personnel can use a variety of tools 
to identify opportunities for self-improvement. They 
can solicit feedback from participants, either through 
anonymous surveys, focus groups, or an e-mail 
account used solely by participants to share ideas 
or concerns. They can also schedule a regular time 
for all involved in the running of the program to 
engage in reflection and discussion. Finally, a quan-
titative study of impact can be used to determine 
which areas of performance are not improving. 
Once the opportunities for improvement are identi-
fied, the team can use the same problem-solving 
strategies promoted by the program to identify 
changes that need to be made. 

The continuous improvement of the program is 
important for several reasons, the most obvious 
being that the improvements should drive better 
performance. In addition, the leadership should 
model the continuous improvement ethic that is at 
the heart of the stat program by holding themselves 
to the same standard and in this way move forward 
the gradual process of changing organizational 
culture. Moreover, by listening to participants and 
incorporating suggestions where appropriate, partici-
pants can be transformed from recipients to active 
partners in the program, and this in turn can gener-
ate support for the program and increase everyone’s 
morale. Finally, meetings can get stale, particularly 
if the same challenges are being discussed each 
month, seemingly without resolution. It is important 
for the leadership to realize when this is occurring 
and work with the facilitators to determine how to 
reenergize the conversations.

3. Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of  
the good.
If there is one lesson that ran through every phase 
of the project, it was not to allow pursuit of a better 
solution or practice to slow down or stop the pro-
gram when a good one was readily available. Time 
and again, the SchoolStat team was confronted with 
situations where it needed to decide whether to 
delay some portion of the program implementation 
until better data, clearer graphs, more training, or 
any other number of potential improvements became 
available, or to forge ahead with solutions that were 
not perfect but that were good and workable and 
could be implemented almost immediately. 

For example, it was discovered midway through the 
pilot that some of the absences that were included 
in the teacher absence data actually belonged to 
non-teaching staff and, unfortunately, there was no 
simple solution that could be implemented immedi-
ately to cleanse the data. It was decided that it was 
better to have an imperfect but reasonably accurate 
sense of the teacher absence rate to stimulate the 
conversation rather than to exclude teacher atten-
dance from the program completely for the rest of 
the pilot.

It is important to note, however, that the rule of 
moving forward with good solutions rather than 
waiting for perfect ones is not inconsistent with the 
goal of continuous improvement and striving for 
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perfection. In the example above, while the team 
went ahead with the teacher attendance data as it 
was, it also worked with the Technical team so that 
the following year the non-teachers’ absences were 
removed from the data sets and displayed as a sep-
arate indicator. 

The biggest temptation is to cancel the stat meet-
ings, especially in the first year of implementation, 
because of concern that some component is not 
perfect. Getting the meetings scheduled and sticking 
to that schedule, however, has many benefits. The 
meetings become a powerful forcing function that 
drives all parties to complete the tasks needed to 
implement the program by giving them hard dead-
lines that otherwise would not exist. 

During the summer of 2005, the work of the KPI 
Technical Committee, which included determining 
the definition of the KPI calculations, preparing the 
data mart from which all data would be accessed, 
and designing the views for the Dashboard and 
SchoolStat presentations, could have dragged on well 
into the school year because there were so many 
possibilities to choose from and so many stakeholders 
available to give input. As the meetings were sched-
uled to start in November, however, the team was 
forced to make the necessary decisions to get the 
essential work done. Then, once up and running, the 
meetings provided valuable experience and feedback 
that helped to prioritize any improvements that had 
not been finalized by the start of the program.

4. Stat programs are flexible and can be 
adapted to fit different contexts.
Baltimore’s CitiStat program showed that the fun-
damental concepts of the stat process developed 
in the policing world could be applied effectively 
to municipal government (Henderson, 2003). The 
SchoolStat project has thus far demonstrated that 
stat processes can be adapted successfully to the 
education context. Moreover, the Philadelphia 
SchoolStat model represents just one approach to 
incorporating a stat process into a school district. 
In Baltimore, for example, the school district has 
taken a different approach. Whereas Philadelphia 
structured its program around the goal of school-
level improvement by focusing on meetings with 
principals, Baltimore has created a SchoolStat 
program designed to improve central administra-
tion’s support to schools that features meetings 

among central administration staff. These two 
models demonstrate the variations that are possible 
while also inviting a look forward to the day 
when a district knits both types of processes 
together into a horizontally and vertically inte-
grated system that incorporates all aspects of a 
district’s administration. 

Every stat program’s structure can be adapted to fit 
the individual circumstances and goals of the orga-
nization (Behn, 2006). The Baltimore CitiStat pro-
gram is based on four tenets: 

Accurate and timely intelligence 

Effective tactics and strategies 

Rapid deployment of resources 

Relentless follow-up and assessment11 

The entire process—from staffing, to the data, to the 
way the meetings are run—is designed to achieve 
these four tenets. In his research on stat programs, 
Robert Behn (2005b) has identified six core drivers 
that he believes make a stat program successful: 
active engagement of the city’s top executives; the 
breadth, depth, and freshness of data and analysis; 
perseverance of questioning, feedback, and follow-
up; consequences for performance; a focus on prob-
lem solving; and institutional memory of the top 
executives. When designing a stat program, a leader 
should not feel the need to copy another organiza-
tion’s program precisely; rather, the leader should 
ensure that all decisions are made with the goal of 
achieving the four tenets, or six drivers, or whatever 
theory of action the leader believes will drive partic-
ipants to implement data-driven actions. 

To illustrate, Philadelphia’s SchoolStat program 
incorporated design elements not present in the 
CitiStat/CompStat model, including the use of peer 
group meetings and a partnership with an outside 
organization for design and implementation. These 
are both examples of adaptations based on the spe-
cific circumstances facing the organization—first, 
there were too many principals to make individual 
meetings logistically possible, and, second, the lead-
ership felt that the District’s staff did not have the 
time or the expertise to design and implement the 
program without the help of an outside partner. 
When faced with this situation, the only question 
for a leader to consider is whether a seemingly good 
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design adaptation will conflict with the theory of 
action. In Philadelphia’s case, the changes were 
embraced by the District’s staff and likely enhanced 
the effectiveness of the program.

5. An external partnership can be an effective 
vehicle for program implementation.
Perhaps the most significant difference between 
the Philadelphia SchoolStat project and both the 
CompStat and CitiStat programs is its use of an 
external organization to help with design and imple-
mentation. From both the District’s and the univer-
sity partner’s perspective, there have been benefits 
and challenges to this approach. 

Benefits
Focus: An outside organization can focus its 
efforts on the program without being pulled 
away by other agency priorities. Although 
some agencies might be able to assign staff 
exclusively to the development of a stat pro-
gram, others might be constrained by financial, 
human resource, political, or other reasons 
from doing so. In these cases, an agency head 
could consider hiring an outside partner to do 
the work rather than attempt to add the respon-
sibility to already overtaxed staff members 
who cannot give the program the attention  
it needs, particularly in the startup phase. In 
Philadelphia, the outsider status was particu-
larly useful in the fall of 2006 when a large 
budget deficit at the District forced central 
office staff to redirect their attention to solving 
the crisis; because the Fels team was not con-
nected to this issue, it remained focused 
entirely on continued implementation of the 
SchoolStat program.

Skill sets: An outside organization brings a 
different set of experiences, perspectives, and 
skills. The District’s staff brought the content 
knowledge and institutional understanding to 
the SchoolStat program while the Fels team 
contributed its broader management expertise, 
including data analysis skills and familiarity 
with stat programs. 

Graduate students: The use of graduate students 
to help prepare for and assist with the regional 
and CAO meetings proved to be a particularly 
effective practice. The graduate students were 

•

•

•

enthusiastic, skilled, flexible, and less expensive 
than full-time hires. In exchange, the students 
received valuable frontline experience in both 
public management and stat programs.

Challenges
Authority deficit: In a partnership situation, the 
outside partner might not be given the formal 
authority to ensure that the organization’s staff 
follows through on its responsibilities. Although 
this weakness can be ameliorated through dele-
gation of authority by agency leaders to the 
partner, the arrangement can still create an 
awkward set of relationships. The SchoolStat 
project avoided this problem through close rela-
tionships between the critical District staff and 
the Fels team that enabled Fels to provide sup-
port while the District staff provided the direct 
management of the program.

Show of long-term commitment: One of the 
challenges of using a partner to help develop 
and implement the program is that District 
staff members might perceive this to mean that 
the program is temporary or not a priority for 
the agency. The District prevented this percep-
tion through the strong and regular show of sup-
port for the project given by CAO Thornton and 
the Regionals.

Learning curve: Outside partners need to 
become familiar with the mission, programs, 
and activities of a new organization. Moreover, 
regular turnover at the outside organization—
for example, graduate students or consulting 
associates—could hamper the ability of the 
outside partner to develop the necessary exper-
tise and relationships needed to move the pro-
gram forward over a several-year period. 

Outsider perception: Having an “outsider”  
sitting in on stat meetings can be uncomfortable 
for the participants, and this might foster a defen-
sive approach by participants rather than more 
positive discussions. It takes time to build a rela-
tionship of trust, and there might not be sufficient 
time to do this. In Philadelphia, the Fels analysts 
do not generally participate in the meeting dis-
cussion, and this seems to have minimized any 
negative reaction.

•

•

•

•
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6. The stat program needs to be given time for 
development, implementation, and results. 
Designing and piloting a performance measurement 
system can take an organization three years or more 
(Hatry, 1999). Achieving measurable results takes 
time as well. Participants first need to overcome a 
steep learning curve before they can even begin to 
use the program effectively. The facilitators in partic-
ular must learn through practice how to best moti-
vate and support participants, and this takes time. 
Further delays can be caused by initial resistance 
from any of the parties involved and by the need 
to raise the data skill levels of the participants. 

Moreover, it takes time to decide which practices 
should be targeted for improvement in order to 
obtain better outcomes. This is particularly true in 
the education sector, where the desired outcome—
improved student learning as measured by test 
scores—might be definable, but the practices 
leading to this result are more difficult to pinpoint. 
Most academic outcomes rely heavily on the quality 
of instruction and the interactions between teacher 
and student, but there is disagreement among edu-
cators about what works, and a teaching strategy 
that is effective for one child or teacher may not 
work for another. 

Finally, improvement time may also be impacted 
by the amount of control the manager has over the 
strategies that can be used. For example, collective 
bargaining agreements often define when teachers 
must be in school, how many absences they can 
take, and what kind of negative consequences can 
be employed when a teacher is either absent or not 
effective. Driving improvement in teacher absences 
requires creative thinking and likely a change in 
school culture, which can take time to nurture. 

These obstacles to getting results quickly should not 
be used as excuses not to implement a stat program. 
Instead, the leader should be prepared to give the 
program enough time to overcome them and to 
begin to get the intended results. This is not easy 
given the constraints under which public leaders 
operate. For example, in Philadelphia, the team 
needed to provide evidence of impact on outcomes 
to the governing board each year to secure funding 
for the subsequent year. Although a stat program 
should be held to the same standard of measuring 
progress as the organization, it also must be given 

sufficient time to work. Anything that the leader 
can do to get past the startup phase, flatten out the 
learning curve, and start getting results is helpful.

Lessons for the Stat Program’s 
Designers

1. Begin the KPI selection process with 
a clear understanding of the relationship 
between the outputs and outcomes of the 
organization.
One way to improve the KPI selection process is 
to consider and differentiate between “output” and 
“outcome” measures and then incorporate both  
as part of a well-though-out scheme that links 
them in causal chains. Output indicators measure 
the actions completed by the staff of the organiza-
tion. They allow a centralized District to track 
whether staff members in the field are completing 
important tasks that make up their jobs. Outcome 
indicators measure progress toward a program’s 
goals, and can be expressed as either intermediate 
or end outcomes depending on how far removed 
they are from the relevant outputs (Hatry, 1999). 
Organizations tend to have a theory of action that 
seeks to anticipate and explain how its actions or 
outputs will lead to intermediate outcomes, which 
will in turn lead to the outcomes that represent the 
goals of the organization. Therefore, picking good 
output and outcome measures is important to an 
effective performance management system. The 
possibility exists, however, that the causal theory is 
wrong and the outputs do not lead to the desired 
outcomes. This is one of the reasons that it is impor-
tant not to rely solely on output measures and to 
actually test to see if the organization is achieving 
desired outcomes. 

The anticipated link between outputs and outcomes 
should be tested regularly during the stat process. 
For example, the District purchased the instructional 
management system because it believed that the use 
of data by teachers to plan lessons would improve 
instruction, which would ultimately improve aca-
demic achievement. SchoolStat could easily include 
data measuring use of the IMS (which can be 
tracked electronically using log-in information) so 
that the District leadership could drive increased 
usage of the technology. A comprehensive stat 
program would go beyond encouraging and track-
ing usage; it would also investigate whether the 
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increased usage leads to more lesson plans being 
designed around weaknesses identified in the data 
and ultimately whether those lessons lead to 
increased academic achievement. 

As described in the Introduction section of this 
report, Philadelphia started its KPI selection process 
with the question, “What makes a school success-
ful?” and focused largely on the intermediate and 
end outcomes that characterize a successful school. 
The KPI team did not explicitly discuss the relation-
ship between outputs and outcomes; as a result, the 
program has not laid out a clear plan for identifying 
which outputs drive which outcomes or for testing 
these theories of action. Fortunately, CAO Thornton 
is planning an initiative to revisit KPI selection, 
which will allow the team to explore the connec-
tions between outputs and outcomes and to identify 
additional KPIs that could be added to the program 
to build these linkages.

2. �When choosing KPIs, keep quick wins in mind. 
Nothing succeeds like success, and it is beneficial to 
design the stat program so that some success can be 
achieved early in the implementation. These “quick 
wins” are essential because they shore up staff 
morale, weaken resisters, win support from decision 
makers and funders, and build momentum for the 
program as “fence sitters are transformed into sup-
porters, reluctant supporters into active participants, 
and so on” (Kotter, 1996). 

The designers of a stat program can plan for the 
quick wins needed to bolster the program and carry 
it through its first year by including at least a few 
output indicators that are more easily influenced by 
the participants. It is harder to achieve measurable 
improvement with outcomes, which tend to be 
influenced by many factors, all of which may not be 
understood by the organization. In Philadelphia, the 
team did not take this principle into consideration 
when designing the KPIs, but was favored by fortune 
when student suspensions proved to be just such an 
indicator and showed improvement almost immedi-
ately. In addition, several of the other outcome mea-
sures, such as student and teacher attendance, 
although lagging by a few months, also began to 
show improvement, allowing for recognition of 
additional wins.

3. You can (and should) build the stat program 
around the technical capabilities you currently 
have, while identifying and working toward 
the technical upgrades you want.
Stat programs do not require sophisticated software 
to achieve their primary functions; Excel, Access, 
PowerPoint, and similar programs can support 
them. The SchoolStat pilot, for example, relied 
upon a rudimentary data process that involved 
importing flat text files from the District’s legacy 
systems into Excel, performing basic calculations, 
and creating graphs and charts that were then 
copied to PowerPoint presentations. While not effi-
cient, this process created graphs that sparked the 
same types of conversations generated by the more 
sophisticated systems and data analysis used today. 

Delay is an ever-present enemy to new initiatives. 
At any time, personnel changes at all levels, flagging 
will, or the distractions that come with leadership 
can kill an initiative before it takes root. It is impor-
tant to exploit windows of opportunity when they 
arise; therefore, the stat program should be launched 
with the available technology without waiting for the 
arrival of the best or better technology. Furthermore, 
by launching with existing technology, the stat 
team can gain invaluable experience with the pro-
gram that leads to design changes that should be 
accommodated by new technology, accommodations 
that might not have been possible if the technology 
was finalized first. In this way, the technology is 
shaped to better fit the program over time, and the 
focus is allowed to shift from data to conversations 
about action. 

However, the decision to use existing technology 
should not serve as an excuse to freeze the technol-
ogy in its place. The benefits of the District’s more 
advanced technology during District-wide imple-
mentation were significant and included a decrease 
in preparation time, access to a wider variety of 
information, more disaggregated data, and less 
human error. It is worth noting that the SchoolStat 
program continues even now to push improvements 
in technical capacity and reporting tools. For exam-
ple, although the new data tools have allowed for 
much more rapid creation of the KPI graphs, they 
still cannot produce all the standard graphs and 
tables used in a SchoolStat presentation with one 
click of a mouse. Technology that can do this is 
available, and this is the next step that the District 
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will be taking to continuously improve the data 
preparation process. 

4. There can be benefits to conducting stat 
meetings with groups of participants.
Unlike CompStat or CitiStat, which focused on one 
agency or participant at a time, the Philadelphia 
SchoolStat meetings are attended by peer cohorts of 
principals, and this has turned out to be one of its 
strengths. Both facilitators and participants have 
remarked that they greatly value sharing experiences 
with their peers in the meetings as well as the colle-
gial environment that it creates. In some of the 
groups, it is common for principals spontaneously 
to break out into applause when a school achieves 
a solid “win” in the numbers. Principals in particu-
lar appreciate the group meetings because they 
reduce the isolation caused by spending so much 
time in their own school building. Several Regionals 
and principals also pointed out that prior to SchoolStat, 
the few meetings that they did have with colleagues 
often did not provide a good opportunity for conver-
sation or a sustained focus on important matters 
that they have in common. Therefore, the SchoolStat 
meetings provide a unique opportunity for partici-
pants to share ideas and to participate in group 
problem solving, and this makes them feel supported 
in their efforts to achieve their priorities. 

Finally, the group meetings foster a sense of commu-
nity. Many Philadelphia participants have said that 
since SchoolStat began, they are more likely to pick 
up the phone and call a colleague from their group to 
get ideas or to ask for help. They will even visit a col-
league’s school to observe firsthand how a particular 
strategy is implemented. One principal described an 
increased sense of accountability to her colleagues, 
saying that “if one of us fails, we all fail.” The trust that 
develops from this sense of community is helpful to 
the stat process, as it decreases the need for partici-
pants to defend their performance and instead focuses 
efforts on working together to improve performance. 

Lessons for the Stat Program’s 
Facilitators

1. Don’t assume participants know how to use 
the data.
In any organization, particularly those as large as 
the School District of Philadelphia, stat participants 

will possess different data skill levels. Some will 
take easily to using data to identify problems and 
potential solutions. Others, however, will find this 
to be quite difficult. For example, a California study 
found that many teachers and other school staff 
members were not able to effectively analyze stu-
dent data that was made available to them, and they 
also did not know how to craft actions in response 
to the weaknesses identified in the data (O’Day and 
Bitter, 2004). 

One of the benefits of a stat program is that it can 
serve as a professional development program that 
teaches data-driven decision-making skills. A facili-
tator’s first responsibility is to help participants 
understand how to analyze data: what comparisons 
to make; what questions to ask when looking at a 
graph or table; and how to interpret patterns, trends, 
and outliers. 

The second responsibility is to help participants 
understand the limitations of the data—that it can 
be used to identify and better understand problems, 
but it won’t provide the solutions. Finally, it is up to 
the facilitator to show how to make links from the 
observations about the data to actual strategies that 
can be implemented. Facilitators can help in this 
education process in several ways. 

Highlighting key data points: Even relatively 
simple graphs can be intimidating to people 
who do not have a data background. In the ini-
tial meetings, it helps to use a consistent set of 
clearly labeled graphs that explicitly describe 
what the graph is showing. Whenever introduc-
ing new graphs or data, the SchoolStat facilita-
tors are encouraged to identify the KPI, the time 
period represented, the schools or regions that 
are improving or declining in performance, and 
the high and low performers relative to some 
benchmark. By highlighting these key data 
points, the facilitators help participants learn 
how to identify key information embedded in 
the data. 

Discussing the conclusions that can be drawn: 
Beyond simply understanding how to read a 
particular graph or table, participants need to 
know what kind of conclusions can be drawn 
from the data presented. This is essential for 
determining whether or not there is a problem 
that needs to be further investigated. For example, 

•

•
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when looking at a graph showing the number 
of suspensions issued by a school over the past 
five years, a principal would need to be mindful 
of changes in the school’s population year to 
year. A steady number of suspensions at a school 
with declining numbers of students would be 
interpreted quite differently than one with 
increasing numbers. By describing the calcula-
tion used and why it’s important, facilitators 
help participants understand the types of con-
textual information that are needed to draw 
proper conclusions from data. 

	 The facilitator should also help participants dig 
deeper into the data underlying the problem so 
that potential solutions can be identified. A high-
level graph showing declining student atten-
dance over time signals that there is a problem, 
but it does not provide enough information to 
identify the source or cause of the problem. To 
get to the bottom of the matter, the facilitator 
might call up disaggregated data in the form of 
attendance rates by grade level, gender, or home-
room teacher that identifies the root source of 
the problem. Over time, participants learn from 
the facilitator, become more aware of the various 
data sets that exist and can be used to answer 
questions, and can take more initiative in identi-
fying the data they need to make better decisions. 

Providing a framework for action: After gaining 
a better understanding of the problem, partici-
pants need to try to identify its root cause and 
then create actions that might address it. Phila-
delphia uses the “Plan-Do-Study-Act” framework 
to help make the process of moving from data to 
action clear. Some facilitators in Philadelphia 
have provided handouts to participants with 
spaces to fill in information at each step of PDSA. 
This helps participants see the link between the 
data and potential action steps. In effect, the 
handouts lead the principals down the path to 
creating an action plan that aims to address the 
problems brought to light by the data.

Questioning: Guiding questions can be used by 
facilitators to lead participants through the data-
driven decision-making process. In Philadelphia, 
the Briefing Memos provide a list of potential 
questions for reference during the meetings. 

Suggesting action steps: Particularly at the 
beginning of the program, a facilitator can help 

•

•

•

make the link between data and action clear 
by simply suggesting the action step to be taken. 
For example, if benchmark tests indicate that 
students are struggling with a particular math 
skill, the facilitator might ask the principal to 
conduct five teacher observations before the 
next stat meeting, looking specifically for weak-
nesses in teaching that might be responsible for 
the observation in the data.

2. �Facilitators must both motivate and monitor.
Performance management is “the active, conscious 
efforts of the leadership of a public agency to motivate 
people … to produce more, or better, or more conse-
quential results that are valued by citizens” (Behn, 
2005a). Consequently, stat programs must have a moti-
vational component. The fear of embarrassment in 
front of colleagues is one source of motivation. There is 
a danger, however, that reliance upon embarrassment 
will lead to defensive behavior by participants that 
redirects the discussions away from potential solutions 
and toward explanations and excuses, none of which 
is optimal for achieving improved performance. 

Certain types of organizations have outcomes that 
are hard to observe because a combination of factors, 
both within and outside the organization’s control, 
can impact them (Wilson, 1989). This is particularly 
true in the educational context, where factors such as 
parental involvement or IQ can impact academic 
outcomes. Within these types of organization, partici-
pants at a stat meeting who attempt to deflect atten-
tion from poor performance can very easily point to 
the numerous outside influences on outcomes. One 
of the tasks of the facilitator, therefore, is to find ways 
to move participants from dissecting the data for the 
purpose of defending current performance to using 
the data to identify ways to improve. 

Distinguishing between the use of data for 
evaluation and for performance: In Philadel-
phia, facilitators often remind participants 
about the distinction between using data for 
evaluative purposes and using data for perfor-
mance purposes. In fact, many facilitators refer 
to SchoolStat as a tool that principals can use to 
drive improvement. 

Establishing group norms: Some facilitators also 
begin the year by generating or providing a 
list of group norms that encourages the use of 

•

•
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meeting time for proactive conversation instead 
of defensiveness. Where necessary, the group 
can review the norms during the year.

Responding to problems: In some cases, partici-
pants may have legitimate concerns about a lack 
of resources or problematic organizational poli-
cies that hamper performance. In the first instance, 
the facilitators should take it upon themselves 
to help secure the needed resources so that par-
ticipants can do their job successfully. In the lat-
ter case, facilitators might schedule a separate 
meeting that draws upon the SchoolStat data 
and meeting discussions to address broader 
policy questions. 

Redirecting conversation: If one or more partic-
ipants continue to focus on defending perfor-
mance or finding excuses, then the facilitator 
must be prepared to respond. This might take 
the form of simply reminding participants of 
the purpose of the meeting and then redirect-
ing the conversation. 

Facilitators should also be proactive in their efforts 
to motivate. They can use meeting time to recognize 
and celebrate success. They can acknowledge the 
challenges the participants are facing in their posi-
tions while reiterating their belief that improvement 
is possible. Perhaps most importantly, they can offer 
support in implementing any actions that are dis-
cussed during the meetings.

Even if participants embrace the program and learn 
how to use the data to drive decision making, they 
still can be distracted by the many urgent responsi-
bilities that await them once they leave the meetings 
and fail to implement their next action steps. In the 
District, Mason Haire’s famous saying “what gets 
measured gets done” is often rephrased as “what gets 
monitored gets done,” since so much of the work of 
the managers in the field is monitoring to ensure 
that District policies are being implemented, and 
implemented well. The distinction between measur-
ing and monitoring is central to the SchoolStat pro-
gram. An organization could very easily measure its 
performance without holding anyone accountable. 
The display of measurements during a meeting must 
be accompanied by follow-up questions from the 
facilitator to ensure that conversations in a meeting 
translate into action after the meeting by following 
up at the next meeting.

•

•

As with CitiStat, one of the roles of the analyst is to 
take good notes during meetings so that the facilita-
tor can follow up on agreed-upon action steps at the 
next meeting. Much of the tracking can be done in 
the meetings through pointed questions aimed at 
determining not only whether the action was com-
pleted, but also whether it is having the desired 
impact. For example, a facilitator might guide a fol-
low-up discussion with the following questions:

Have you implemented the action discussed last 
month?

Did you experience any challenges during 
implementation?

Does the data show improvement?

If not, why not? Is it implementation or the 
strategy itself?

Is a new strategy needed?

At least initially, facilitators might feel uncomfortable 
monitoring participant actions in this way. For exam-
ple, facilitators might shy away from doing anything 
that appears to be disrespectful or that puts partici-
pants in an uncomfortable situation. This could be 
true particularly if performance management was not 
part of the organizational culture prior to the intro-
duction of the stat program. Given how critical fol-
low-up is to the success of the program, facilitators 
need to find a way to ask these follow-up questions 
in a way that they find fair and professional. 

Summary of the Lessons Learned
During the SchoolStat pilot planning stage, the 
team’s greatest concern was the question of whether 
principals would embrace or reject the SchoolStat 
process. Some stat programs have been perceived as 
confrontational in nature, and in the education 
world “data-driven accountability” is now closely 
associated with NCLB and high-stakes testing, both 
of which are unpopular with many educators. As the 
results of the 2006 participant survey showed, this 
concern turned out to be misplaced as participants 
quickly came to appreciate the program. The lessons 
learned presented in this section are certainly not 
exhaustive, but taken together help demonstrate 
some of the ways that the leaders, designers, and 
facilitators of a stat program can make it a positive 
experience for participants. 

•

•

•

•

•
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Conclusion
As the authors learned from their four-year experi-
ence with SchoolStat, launching a stat program is 
not an easy undertaking. An organization must have 
a leader with bold vision and thorough commitment 
to the project, a team that can design a program that 
meets the needs of the organization, and meeting 
facilitators who can effectively develop participants’ 
skill level in data-driven decision making. 

The SchoolStat program has demonstrated that the 
investment is worth it. A stat program can serve as a 
transformative vehicle for organizations seeking to 
become more data and performance driven. If con-
structed properly, it can serve as a communications 
network that connects an organization’s disparate 
parts to facilitate the flow of information to the peo-
ple who can put it to immediate use. And once this 
happens, better outcomes should soon follow. 
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Endnotes

	 1.	 Gaffney’s team included his director of school 
support, Jim Madgey. The original Fels team included 
three Fels graduate students: James Diaz, Deane Kocivar-
Norbury, and Stephanie Yablonski.
	 2.	  http://www.phila.k12.pa.us/aboutus/
	3 .	  Two of this papers’ authors served on the Fels 
team: Fels Executive Director Christopher Patusky served 
as project director; and Leigh Botwinik served as the Fels 
project manager.
	 4.	  http://www.phila.k12.pa.us/offices/oss/servicesup-
port/csap.html
	 5.	  SchoolStat implementation began in late 
November 2005, and it is unlikely that much impact 
would have been felt in December. Therefore, the period 
of Sept–Dec 2005 is considered “before implementation” 
for the purposes of this analysis.
	 6.	  SY07 PSSA had not been administered at the time 
of writing.
	 7.	  There are few serious offenses that trigger auto-
matic suspensions.
	 8.	  The Fels project manager attended all CAO 
SchoolStat meetings and numerous regional meetings 
during the past two years, and a Fels graduate student 
analyst was present at every one of the meetings. After 
each month’s meetings, this group met to discuss what 
occurred, share experiences, and identify strengths and 
weaknesses witnessed. 
	 9.	  http://www.phila.k12.pa.us/offices/oss/servicesup-
port/csap.html
	 10.	  S. Snyder. (10/26/2006). “School District Shortfall 
Worse Than Thought.” The Philadelphia Inquirer, B-01. 
	 11.	  http://www.ci.baltimore.md.us/news/citistat/ 
index.html 
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