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One morning, Pieter, Rajesh and Sibongile, three principals in different schools in Gauteng, 

South Africa, sit in their respective offices looking at the report from the learner performance 

feedback system that their Grade 1 (six or seven-year old) learners are participating in. Although 

the reports are in the same format and their schools are all participating in the same provincial 

education system in South Africa, their educational experience and that of their learners is very 

different.  Nonetheless, all three principals, share the belief that the data on their learners phon-

ics, reading and mathematics skills are essential in improving the teaching and learning taking 

place in their schools. All three also have a keen awareness of the unique needs and contexts of 

their school and teachers and a leadership philosophy that they have found works for them in 

their school. Pieter is very person-orientated in his leadership, he is aware that his teachers do 

not have a natural preference for working with data and takes a hands-on approach in leading the 

team of teachers in meetings and planning to use the data. Rajesh has established a strong culture 

of professional development in his school and sees the data use not only as an opportunity to di-

rectly improve teaching and learning, but also as an opportunity for his head of department to 

develop her data-literacy and facilitation skills. He sits with her to discuss the report and then al-

lows her to guide the process further, working with the teachers in a group or individually. 

Sibongile is conscious that her teachers did not have the best of pre-service teacher training. 

While her teachers appear to realize how valuable data can be and they are always interested in 

seeing how well their school has achieved, they are often uncomfortable with looking at graphs 

and numbers. She interprets the data from the report and provides it to the teachers as she feels 

necessary, helping them plan accordingly and popping in to classes to see how the plans are be-

ing realized. In all three these cases the data from the feedback system took very different paths 

once it entered the three schools, but in all three schools it was clear that the data were used to 

improve teaching and learning.  

 

This chapter looks at how three very different schools use their school’s data from 

the South African Monitoring system for Primary schools (SAMP) feedback sys-

tem to improve how their schools provide education. SAMP was developed as a 

collaboration between participating schools and university researchers and has 

been in use since 2002. SAMP is currently used in 22 schools in the Tshwane area 

in South Africa and is administered in three languages Afrikaans, English and 

Sepedi. Pieter’s, Rajesh’s and Sibongile’s schools were selected as their schools 

used the data to improve teaching and learning and their learners showed strong 

gains throughout the first year of schooling. It is hoped that a deeper understand-

ing of how data move in schools (data paths) and how schools can appropriately 
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use data may assist policy makers in developing monitoring policies that can be 

successfully implemented to attain quality education. The cases may also provide 

guidance to school leaders and teachers on the multiple ways in which data may 

be used effectively to develop data paths befitting their own context and school 

culture.  

6.1 INTRODUCTION: CONTEXT 

Education systems are not only complex in themselves, but are also embedded in a 

political, cultural and economic context (UNICEF, 2000). This is very evident in 

South Africa where there are many challenges to the provision of quality educa-

tion (often vestiges of the apartheid era). Many schools remain under-resourced, 

with inadequate infrastructure and large class sizes. There is a substantial teacher 

shortage in particular subjects and phases such as mathematics, science (Howie, 

2010), African languages and the Foundation Phase (junior primary school phase, 

the first three years of schooling) and the educational workforce includes many 

poorly trained teachers (Department of Education, 2006c). During the apartheid 

era, education was utilized to socialize children into their expected societal roles 

according to race (Department of Education, 2002). The resulting segregation by 

race, geography and ideology led to the establishment of 19 different education 

departments which in turn, reinforced the inequalities of that society through their 

curricula (Department of Education, 2002). The ensuing inequality was considera-

ble, with the government spending up to nine times more on each white pupil than 

on a pupil from Bantustans (apartheid era political homelands set up for Black Af-

ricans) Education (Department of Education, 2002).  

Significant changes have taken place in the South African landscape since the 

fall of apartheid in 1994. The 19 different education departments have subsequent-

ly been unified under one Department of Education (DoE) (now the Department of 

Basic Education). Although the first few years of education are available in all 11 

official languages, in practice learner access to education in their home language 

is only afforded to approximately 60% of South African children (Howie et al, 

2008). Formal schooling in South Africa begins with a reception year Grade R and 

followed by Grade 1 to Grade 12 with learners entering Grade1 in the year they 

turn seven years of age. The first four years of schooling in South Africa (Grade 

R-3) is known as the Foundation Phase and aims at establish basic skills, with the 

primary emphasis on literacy and numeracy, so that learners can learn and work 

more independently in the later phases. 

This unification and restructuring of education in South Africa, along with var-

ious other curriculum reforms has endeavored to provide access (largely achieved 

with an 89% Net enrolment at the primary level) (World Bank, 2008) equality in 

education (some progress made) as well as improve its quality (little progress 

made). A quintile system was also introduced to differentiate funding from the 

DoE in order to redress past inequalities. The quintile system is used to allocate 

funds differentially to schools in order to redress the large difference between 

schools (Van den Berg & Burger, 2002). Quintiles for each province are deter-

mined based on rates of income, unemployment and illiteracy in the school 

catchment area. This system has not been without its problems, as parents from 
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impoverished areas have moved their children to schools to wealthier areas thus 

defeating the intentions behind the government funding model. This has led to the 

changed composition of learners in schools in largely urban areas of South Africa 

and former white, coloured and Indian schools becoming integrated and the for-

mer African schools in rural areas and townships remaining African in composi-

tion. 

Therefore, although there has been many improvements, particularly in terms 

of access to education in South Africa, the challenge of improving the quality of 

that education to equip pupils to redress their disadvantaged backgrounds remains 

(Naker, 2007). The challenge of improving the quality of education is clearly seen 

in pupils’ performances in key subjects such as reading, mathematics and science 

as evinced in international studies where South African pupils attained the lowest 

scores internationally in the Trends in Mathematics and Science studies (1995-

2003) and in Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 2006 at both prima-

ry and secondary levels. The low achievement has been confirmed in national and 

provincial systemic evaluations (Department of Education, 2006a, 2006b; Howie, 

2008; Howie et al, 2008; Martin, Mullis, Gonzalez, & Chrostowski, 2004).  

The South Africa Revised National Curriculum statement (Department of Edu-

cation, 2002) embraces assessment not only for monitoring and reporting, but also 

as a driving force for learning, with the ultimate aim of improving the quality of 

education. The South African government believes that data are essential to im-

prove the quality of education and that these data should be generated through 

monitoring aspects such as learner performance, curriculum planning and teach-

ing. Therefore, policies for monitoring such as the Integrated Quality Management 

System (IQMS) have been instituted (Education Labour Relations Council, 2003). 

The IQMS consists of three programs aimed at enhancing and monitoring perfor-

mance of the education system. The three programs are: Developmental Appraisal 

to determine and address individual teachers’ development needs, Performance 

Management for teacher progression and Whole School Evaluation to evaluate the 

overall effectiveness of a school as well as the quality of teaching and learning. 

Additional pupil performance and monitoring data are generated through con-

tinuous assessment in the classrooms, systemic evaluations at Grade 3, 6 and 9 

levels (Department of Education, 2006a, 2006b) and international comparative 

educational studies of the International Association for the Evaluation of Educa-

tional Achievement (IEA) and the Southern African Consortium for the Monitor-

ing of Educational Quality (SACMEQ) (Howie, et al., 2008; Martin, et al., 2004). 

The mere existence of this data cannot lead to improvement of the quality of edu-

cation in South Africa. For improvement, appropriate use of the data for decision-

making and action is essential. The data therefore need to be fed back into the sys-

tem, both at national and school level and used to inform decision-making and im-

provement strategies (Gawe & Heyns, 2004). While attempts have been made by 

the South African government to collect data for improvement purposes, there is 

little evidence of effective use of data by schools (Archer, 2010). This may in part 

be due to the data being reported at a high level of aggregation with not enough 

detail to meet the decision-making and planning needs of the varying school con-

texts. 

In this chapter the issue of how data can be effectively used is examined by il-

lustrating how three schools acted on data received during their participation in the 

South African Monitoring System for Primary schools (SAMP) project. The chap-
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ter focuses on how data move within the school context and addressing the issue 

of facilitating appropriate, constructive use of pupils’ performance data in schools.  

6.2 DATA DISSEMINATION AND DATA USE: HOW THE 

ONE INFLUENCES THE OTHER 

The ultimate purpose of use of performance data is to improve teaching and learn-

ing. According to Van Petegem and Vanhoof, (2005) there are four reasons to 

gather performance data: for information needs, for accountability purposes, to 

create marketing mechanisms or to stimulate discussions on quality in education 

in order to lead to improvement. Studies have also shown that programmes de-

signed to strengthen the feedback that students receive about their learning results 

in considerable learning gains (Black and Wiliam, 1998a), especially if particular 

qualities of students and students’ work and how the learner can improve are high-

lighted (Black & Wiliam, 1998b). 

Data use for making informed decisions has increasingly become emphasized 

in education. Especially as data-driven decision making has been linked to im-

provements in learner performance (Campbell & Levin, 2009) and the active sup-

port of data use correlates well with use of performance data (Saunders, 1999). 

However, the drive for data-driven improvement makes it necessary to develop-

ment coherent systems that allow schools to interpret and act upon information re-

ceived on students (Halverson, 2010). These systems may be internal to the school 

or external, but in both cases focus on providing feedback on the learner perfor-

mance data. Many authors (Kluger & Denisi, 1996; Hattie & Timperley 2007; 

Shute, 2008) agree that feedback is regarded as crucial to improving knowledge 

and skill acquisition.  

The feedback of data for use can be viewed from a more systemic perspective 

where a system external to the school provides feedback, or internal to the school 

on a classroom-level where teachers provide feedback to students. In both cases 

the process of knowledge and skill acquisition is involved, principals and teachers 

make sense of data for improvement purposes and students making sense of com-

munications regarding how they can improve their performance.  

A number of concepts were introduced above which should be clarified: feed-

back, data and information. For the purposes of this chapter, feedback is seen as 

an action taken by an external agent to provide data on performance (Hattie & 

Timperley, 2007; Kluger & DeNisi, 1996). The data provided is intended to be 

used to modify thinking or behavior in order to improve teaching and learning. A 

piece of datum which is not known to the receiver before receiving it becomes in-

formation at the moment it is received (Kamel, Narasipuram, Toraskar, 1997). In 

other words, when data are interpreted then it becomes information as the mean-

ing, relevance and purpose has been provided by the receiver (Schildkamp & Kui-

per, 2010). Furthermore, data are seldom used in the form in which it is presented 

but requires interpretation on the part of the receiver and it is very often the inter-

pretation which is used. 

The fact remains that schools are measured by the outcomes they achieve 

which results in the generation of data but this data has to be converted into usea-

ble information (The Urban Institute, 2004). Harris, Chapman, Muijs, Russ and 
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Stoll (2006) argue that when schools make use of data to drive change coupled 

with extensive professional development then an increase in performance can be 

achieved. This is corroborated by Cradler (2008) who argues that when data are 

used to inform decision making regarding instructional planning the probability to 

attain desired outcomes increases substantially. However, as Earl and Katz (2006) 

state the “interpretation and application of data by teachers, and by the public, are 

woefully inadequate and sometimes very wrong” (p. 18). So while teaching and 

learning should be an interactive process and schools need to know how their 

learners are progressing and the difficulties that are experienced with regard to 

learning (Black & Wiliam, 1998a) a gap often exists between the existence of data 

and the use of data (Earl & Katz, 2006). This is very often compounded by the 

way in which data are employed and moves throughout the school system once the 

data are received (Archer, 2010). 

The routes the data travels in the schools is known as data paths and are also in-

fluenced by the culture
2
 of participating schools and leadership styles of the prin-

cipals and head of departments (HoDs). As stated by Salpeter (2004), “[t]he most 

important element of an effective data-driven program is not the data-driven pro-

gram, is not the data, the analytical tools, or even the curriculum framework…it is 

the school culture in which the data inquiry takes place”. 

The term data path originated in the field of information technology and refers 

to how a collection of functional units perform data processing operations. The 

purpose of a data path is to provide routes for data to travel between units (Mano 

& Kime, 2004). This same concept is applied here, with the functional units repre-

sented by the principals, head of departments, teachers and other staff in the 

school who are included in the school decision-making processes utilizing the data 

from the feedback systems. It is not just who is included in the data processing and 

decision making process which is important, but also the roles of the various par-

ticipants as well as who is excluded from the process. It is thus important to make 

a systematic effort to facilitate the flow of data to lead to appropriate and effective 

use of the data for a particular school. This means that it is imperative to manage 

the data flow and not just the data, as has been witnessed in organizational envi-

ronments (Krovi, Chandra & Rajagopalan, 2003). By mapping the data movement 

within the school environment the way in which data are transferred from one 

point to the next within the school is analyzed (Hibberd & Evatt, 2004). 

Knowledge of school data paths means that the feedback system can be developed 

to meet the needs of schools and the data paths usually employed, thus providing a 

better understanding of the school environment and a direct link with data stake-

holders. The mapping provides understanding of how data are used and by whom 

                                                        
2 The concept of culture as used here has many facets, it includes a certain cultural heritage asso-

ciated with a specific language and racial group, the level of urbanization of staff, the sense of 

school culture, specifically the spirit of collaboration, approach to shared learning and a drive for 

improvement. It also encapsulates the values and norms seen as part of the school culture. All of 

these factors may have an influence on whether or not data are seen as important and valuable in 

school improvement. These factors may influence both the likelihood that data will be used as 

well as the approach to data use that will be employed. For instance in a culture that highly val-

ues communal processes, a team approach may be employed to work with data while in another 

culture data may be seen as the domain of those in leadership positions and therefore would not 

be interrogated and interacted with independently by staff members.  
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which means that the way in which information is provided can be formulated in a 

manner that will facilitate a higher degree of use. 

6.3 RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

The overall SAMP research project aimed not only to generate knowledge, but al-

so to design and develop a well-functioning feedback system to provide data to 

schools on learner performance. A design research approach was applied focusing 

on creating solutions for complex real-life problems within the specific context 

(De Villiers, 2005; Plomp, 2009; Van den Akker, 1999). The design research pro-

cess is iterative and follows a cyclical pathway of development and evaluation 

(Nieveen, 1997; Richey, Klein, & Nelson, 1996; Thijs, 1999). This cyclical itera-

tive analysis of design, development and implementation was combined with 

formative evaluation to understand issues concerning use of data. Each cycle of 

design research consisted of the introduction of a version or prototype of the feed-

back system that was evaluated by users and experts. The evaluation then in-

formed further improvement of the feedback system in the form of the next proto-

type. Developing various prototypes was seen as generating “successive 

approximation of the ideal” (Van den Akker, 1999, p. 2). Although there were 

several design cycles in the overall optimization process for SAMP, this chapter 

focuses on the data generated through observations, journals and interviews in the 

evaluation of one of these design cycles. The evaluation data collected during this 

cycle of development focused particularly on how data was used by schools and 

how data moved within the schools, the focus of this chapter3. This section de-

scribes the SAMP feedback system which provided the data of which the use of 

was investigated as well as the methodology used in this design cycle to investi-

gate school data use and data paths. 

6.3.1 The feedback system 

This section provides a short description of the feedback system. For more details, 

see Archer (2010). The South African Monitoring system for Primary schools 

(SAMP) is one of the monitoring and feedback systems of the Value-Added pro-

ject initiated in 2002 by the Centre for Evaluation and Assessment (CEA) in col-

laboration with the Centre for Evaluation and Management (CEM) at the Univer-

sity of Durham in the United Kingdom (UK) The SAMP feedback system aims to 

provide learner performance monitoring data to schools to support schools in 

planning and improvement action at a grade and individual learner level. These 

data provide an indication of a child’s readiness for academic learning and scores 

from the system correlate well with subsequent academic achievement (Tymms & 

Coe, 2003). The current SAMP feedback system provides the data and support for 

use of the data by combining a number of elements: written reports, manuals, 

                                                        
3 For an in-depth discussion of the cycles of design, development, implementation and evaluation 

of the SAMP feedback prototypes see Archer (2010). 
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feedback sessions between the feedback system staff (at the university) and school 

personnel, an electronic resource and support website.  

The Grade 1 learners (entry level, five to seven years) participate in two linked 

assessments one at the beginning of the year and one at the end of the first year of 

schooling. Learners are individually assessed in early phonics, early reading, early 

mathematics and handwriting. Each school receives a written report with pupil and 

school results after each assessment (baseline and follow-up). The follow-up re-

port providing specific information on the gains made between the two assess-

ments. Data are presented in table and graphic form along with in-text discussion. 

The report allows for a comparison of the school’s results over two years (compar-

ing this year’s Grade1 learners performance with that of the previous year’s co-

hort), as well as comparison with the average performance of the schools partici-

pating in SAMP. Every report concludes with a summary and list of selected 

activities that may be useful to address school-specific issues.  

A manual to facilitate interpretation by the schools’ staff members accompa-

nies the report. The manual contains a description of the project and the various 

subtests and scales. The links between the curriculum and each subtest, as well as 

the underlying skills assessed in each subtest, are indicated to facilitate use of the 

data. The validity and reliability data for the instruments are discussed in a section 

on the quality of the instruments. The manual concludes with a section on how to 

interpret the data and make use of it in the schools.  

A feedback session (led by the feedback system facilitator at the university) 

with the aim of helping schools interpret and use the data also takes place after 

each assessment where the project, reports and report interpretation are discussed. 

All Foundation Phase (Grade 1- Grade 3) teachers, Heads of Departments (HoDs) 

and principals are invited to the feedback sessions, which provide an opportunity 

for face-to-face communication with other schools and the monitoring team bi-

annually. A presentation describes the project and then explains to participants 

how the data can be interpreted. Participants raise issues and share ideas for ad-

dressing problems in various school contexts and for improving the feedback sys-

tem.  

In addition, materials are provided to the schools in the form of an electronic 

resource as well as the SAMP resource website to support data use for decision-

making, planning and action in the schools. The electronic resource takes the form 

of a CD or DVD and is given to each school. Each CD or DVD contains a data-

base of free educational resources for classroom or home use. These resources 

vary from printable materials such as worksheets to educational presentations and 

electronic educational games. Each resource also contains electronic copies of the 

report and manual for the particular school and the school’s data set to facilitate 

further analysis by the school. The website contains similar resources, but is up-

dated regularly with additional materials. 

6.3.2 Sample 

The sample for this chapter consists of three schools out of the 22 schools partici-

pating in SAMP that were purposefully selected. The schools were identified by 

the researchers as actively engaging with the feedback system. This meant that 
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they had all attended the feedback sessions, received the reports and manual and 

had full access to the electronic resource and website. The three schools also 

showed good gains from the baseline to the follow-up assessments which they at-

tributed to the use of the SAMP data. The three schools in these case studies had 

participated in the SAMP feedback system for at least two years. 

The three schools were chosen from each of the English, Afrikaans and Sepedi 

language groups.  Pieter’s school represented the Afrikaans language group. 

Whilst the school has mainly White, Afrikaans first-language learners, it has just 

become a dual medium school presenting classes in English due to a growing  

population of Black, African learners, a phenomenon explained earlier in the 

chapter. The school has an intake of about 100 new Grade 1 students every year. 

English is the medium of instruction in Rajesh’s school with the student popula-

tion consisting mainly of Black, African second language learners with a wide va-

riety of home languages. Annually about 150 learners enroll for Grade 1 at this 

school. At Sibongile’s school the students mainly learn in their first language, 

Sepedi and all of the learners are Black, Africans. Some 140 learners start their 

first year of schooling here every year.  

6.3.3 Instruments and data collection 

The data collection for the cases involved three different data collection strategies 

with the data collected from each strategy informing and guiding the development 

of the following strategies. These included: 

1. Non-participant observations (n=3 meetings, one per school): Participants, 

ranging from principals HoDs and teachers, were observed by the researcher 

during the meetings concerning the feedback data. Naturalistic observations4 

were conducted noting the groups’ interaction and approach to working with 

the data. Meetings were digitally audio and video recorded and extensive field 

notes were taken. 

2. Classroom journals (n=6 journals in total across the three schools): Teachers 

were requested to fill in a daily semi-structured journal over a four-week period 

about their use of the feedback in their school and class. Teachers were guided 

to record information relating to: the influence of the feedback on for instance 

the teacher’s planning, practice, communication and individual pupil support, 

the accessibility and practicality of the feedback and barriers to using the feed-

back. Not all teachers decided to complete the journals, the journals that were 

completed were used in the analysis 

3. Semi-structured interviews (n=5 interviews across the three schools): The semi-

structured interviews were conducted with principals, HoDs and teachers. Prin-

cipals were interviewed individually and the teachers and HoDs participated in 

group interviews. The interviews served to follow up on the observations and 

journals in order to gain further clarification. The semi-structured interviews 

focused on: the types of data and materials used in the feedback system; the 

                                                        
4 Naturalistic observations are unstructured observations where the observer is a non-participant 

observer and tries to capture all that takes place in as natural as possible form by trying to min i-

mize interference due to his or her presence. 
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types of use that takes place and the purpose thereof; procedures of data use in 

the schools (data path, different roles of staff, additional training and support); 

changes in the school attributable to use of the data; barriers to using the data 

and possible improvements in the feedback of the data. 

6.3.4 Analysis 

The data collected through these data collection strategies were thematically ana-

lyzed. Data were iteratively analyzed throughout the data collection process. 

Analysis informed development of later data collection strategies to clarify infor-

mation received from earlier data processes (for instance the analysis of the obser-

vations facilitated the development of the classroom journals). This iterative data 

collection and analysis process resulted in a rich picture of data use in each of the 

schools.  

All data were captured electronically and analyzed per meaningful unit of text. 

A meaningful unit could be represented by for instance a sentence or paragraph re-

ferring to the same aspect. Codes were generated through an inductive process and 

allocated to each unit of text. Once coding was completed, codes were clustered 

together in meaningful groups to generate themes. For example, the theme profes-

sional development includes codes such as use to increase data literacy and use to 

identify training needs. The computer-aided qualitative data analysis program At-

las.ti (v.6) facilitated the analysis process. While the study examined all aspects of 

use, this chapter focuses on the movement of the data throughout the schools in 

the form of the data paths and the types of data use that were seen in each of the 

schools studied. The grounded theory method analysis led to the generation of the 

three data paths discussed in the results section. The analysis of the of the types of 

use combined inductive and deductive method with different types of use explored 

inductively, to examine all use, but the naming of the types of use found was 

guided by the conventions in literature and particularly the purpose of uses as dis-

cussed by Schildkamp & Kuiper (2010). 

6.4 RESULTS 

 

In the following sections each of the three cases are introduced and discussed. 

Every case is firstly described in terms of the school environment then the data 

path for each school is analyzed. Finally, an analysis is undertaken per school in 

terms of the types of data use taking place in the school.  

6.4.1 Pieter (School A/E) 

Pieter had been with School A/E for a number of years and has witnessed some 

major changes in the challenges the school faced. When Pieter started at School 
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A/E most of the students were fairly poor, White, Afrikaans students from the ar-

ea. Over the years, a number of Black, African pupils had moved into the area. In 

response to the change in demographics, the school switched from Afrikaans to 

dual medium with classes now being offered in either Afrikaans or English. The 

pupil population could still be considered as socio-economically poor, but little fi-

nancial support was received from the Department of Education (DoE). As the 

school was located in an urbanized area with good infrastructure, the school was 

placed in a higher quintile5, thus decreasing funding from the DoE. The teachers 

and staff expressed concern about the demands of maintaining discipline in the 

school which reduced time dedicated to tasks in the classes. Pieter could see that 

parent involvement in the school would be of great help, but had difficulty in in-

creasing parent participation particular as many parents had a low level of educa-

tion. In addition, many parents could not afford the school fees, which meant that 

Pieter often needed to look for alternative and additional funding for the school. 

Pieter was however quite positive as a number of the teachers were studying fur-

ther at tertiary institutions. A major focus for the school was ensuring that the new 

English education component was functioning well. 

Pieter was committed to a team approach in addressing school issues. He 

acknowledged the different strengths and weaknesses in staff members and en-

couraged them to familiarize themselves with their own personality profiles and 

problem-solving preferences during teamwork. Pieter felt very strongly that data-

based decision-making and planning had to take place and emphasized that all da-

ta generated had to be interpreted and used appropriately. 

6.4.1.1 Data path – Team Approach 

Firstly, at least two Grade 1 teachers attended each SAMP feedback session, usu-

ally accompanied by the Pieter himself or the Foundation Phase HoD. Secondly, 

once the reports were received by the school, a meeting was scheduled with the 

Grade 1 teachers, HoD and principal. Thirdly, each group of attendees was tasked 

with different preparation aspects for the meeting. Teachers compared pupil re-

sults with their own assessment results and their list of pupils identified for the 

remedial program. In order to provide feedback to the pre-schools, the HoD was 

tasked with conducting a further analysis to determine how pupils’ pre-school ed-

ucation was related to their performance. (Communicating with the pre-schools 

about the data on the Grade 1 performance was a priority determined by the 

school.) The principal collated school performance trend data based on all previ-

ous reports from the SAMP project.  

During the meeting between the principal, HoD and teachers (see Fig. 6.1), the 

data were discussed and compared to other assessment data. Fourthly, tasks were 

allocated, measurable goals set for improvement and a date fixed for the next 

meeting to monitor progress. Fifthly, data were conveyed to other stakeholders. 

The principal undertook reporting the school’s status and progress to the School 

                                                        
5 Schools in South Africa are categorized into quintiles for each province based on rates of in-

come, unemployment and illiteracy in catchment area. Quintile 1 represents the poorest schools, 

while quintile 5 represents the least poor schools. The quintile system is used to allocate funds 

differentially to schools in order to redress the large difference between schools (Van den Berg & 

Burger, 2002). 
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Governing Body (SGB). The data were also relayed to the School Based Support 

Team (SBST) to help with planning and support for pupils identified as being at 

risk in the feedback. Finally, follow up meetings were held to monitor progress 

and to provide opportunity for further planning. Between formal meetings, the 

HoD and teachers held informal discussions about progress of individual pupils, 

the planning and support for pupils identified as being at risk, the success of 

changes to the curriculum and classroom activities and support materials drawing 

on information given during feedback sessions and in the reports. 

 

Fig. 6.1 School A/E data path: Team Approach  

The type of data path observed in School A/E was labeled the Team Approach.  

The principal viewed this group-based approach as the most appropriate for his 

school. “We [the team] have a meeting and we analyze the data, we work out an 

action plan and strategy...then we decide whose responsibility it is... what we can 

do to address the challenge...then we have follow-ups through-out the year.” (In-

terview, Principal6) In this instance of the Team Approach, the group of teachers, 

HoD and Pieter met together about the data, each had certain follow-up data tasks 

allocated to them. Planning was conducted together in the group and monitoring 

of progress took place at formal group meetings where all were again present to 

evaluate progress, address new issues or adapt planning. The data were thus used 

consistently in a team format with several follow-up meetings to monitor imple-

mentation and conduct further planning. In this case the principal, Pieter was also 

involved in each step to ensure that appropriate data use was taking place.  

6.4.1.2 Types of use  

In School A/E the data were used to support conversations between the Grade 1 

teachers about individual pupil results, the school curriculum and classroom ap-

proach “I was concerned about pupil X, he did well in your assessments, but 

struggled in class. So we all [Grade 1 teachers and HoD] sat together and made a 

plan” (Interview, Teacher 1). More formal discussions were held with pre-schools 

in the area to emphasize the type of school readiness skills (such as phonic aware-

ness) that the pupils required prior to formal schooling. “This year we had a meet-

ing with the church pre-school. We talked to them about the skills the Grade 1 pu-

pils need for our school and gave them a whole list of tasks they [referring to 

                                                        
6 The particular data collection method from which the data originated is indicated in brackets. In 

this case the quotation was taken from an interview with Pieter the principal.  
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pupils] should be able to fulfill” (Interview, HoD). Data from the follow-up as-

sessment were also relayed to the Grade 2 teachers to highlight areas in which the 

Grade 1 pupils needed further support: “… if they [the children] can’t do some-

thing, the Grade 2 teachers need to know where to start” (Interview, Teacher 2). 

The data were used to support requests to the SGB, DoE and potential funders for 

further resources: “… when I am asking for extra funds for a remedial teacher, oc-

cupational therapists, it is something to have in hand” (Interview, Principal). In 

addition, the data were used in parent meetings to support teacher evaluations and 

recommendations. The HoD suggested that the teachers use the data to encourage 

individual pupils’ parents to become more involved particularly if their children 

were struggling with school work. 

In Pieter’s school the feedback data were triangulated with all other available 

assessment data, including evaluations from speech therapists and occupational 

therapists. The data were used to gauge if the assessment standard of the teachers 

was appropriate and to validate the teachers’ identification of pupils who may pos-

sibly have failed. “I used the individual results today to see if I am marking too le-

niently” (Journal, Teacher 1).  

Further analysis of the data as presented in the feedback reports was encour-

aged by Pieter in order to examine trends of school performance over a number of 

years and to provide feedback to pre-schools in the intake area of the school (Ob-

servation, agenda and meeting materials). The data were used for formal goal set-

ting for individual pupils and the school. Measurable goals were set in terms of 

achieving gains as well as achieving a minimum final score. “We work for that 

10% gain. It motivates us through the year” (Interview, HoD). The school was 

concerned with maintaining a high standard relative to other schools with similar 

characteristics in the sample. The principal was therefore able to monitor both the 

gains of pupils and performance of the teachers in achieving the goals set. 

Furthermore, the principal and HoD discussed the results from the reports to es-

tablish the professional development needs of the teachers. For instance the new 

English teacher expressed concern about the learners’ Vocabulary scores and her 

ability to enrich the vocabulary of second-language learners, Pieter thus arranged 

for her to attend a course in vocabulary stimulation. The data were also employed 

by the principal to meet the accountability demands to the School Governing 

Board (SGB) through feedback at the SGB meeting and the National Department 

of Basic Education (DBE) by incorporating the feedback reports into the Integrat-

ed Quality Management System (IQMS) as part of the school self-evaluation data. 

Through the teachers, HoD and School Based Support Team (SBST), the data 

were also directly used for curriculum development for the school’s Grade R to 

Grade 2 classes (Observations, HoD, principal and teachers 1-3).  

6.4.2 Rajesh (School E) 

Rajesh had seen some changes in the pupils School E caters for over the previous 

few years. While School E was situated in an area with a pre-dominantly Indian 

population, a number of Black, African pupils started commuting to the school 

from the township areas. The language of learning and teaching in the school had 

always been English, but the majority of the pupils were now African and more 
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than a dozen home languages could be identified in the Grade 1 classes. Rajesh al-

so noticed that parental involvement in the school became more limited as pupils 

mostly commuted to school. 

Rajesh, the school principal was committed to the improvement and further ed-

ucation of his staff, with even the tea-lady being involved in tertiary studies. He 

not only encouraged staff to participate in the professional development program 

organized by the DoE, but also arranged for private training opportunities. Unfor-

tunately this led to a high turnover rate of staff as the teachers were often head-

hunted by more affluent schools after they had completed their additional training 

and studies. 

At the time of the research, the Grade 1 teachers were using a program called 

‘Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol’ (SIOP) to focus on language devel-

opment through all the learning areas. The introduction of this program was in re-

sponse to the main challenge facing the school: most pupils were not first lan-

guage English pupils. As Teacher 3 (Interview) explained: “You will find all 11 

official languages in any class in the school and a few extra for a bonus”. 

6.4.2.1 Data path – Cascade Approach 

Rajesh, as the principal, took a strong interest in the feedback from SAMP, but 

rarely attended the feedback sessions himself. Mostly all the Grade 1 teachers, the 

HoD and sometimes teachers from Grades R, 2 and 3 attended. A formal path for 

the data in the school was in place referred to here as the Cascade Approach (Fig. 

6.2) as the data cascaded through the different levels of the school from the prin-

cipal to the HoD and teachers and finally the deputy principal. 

 

Fig. 6.2 School E data path: Cascade Approach 

The first step in the approach was a meeting between the principal and HoD where 

feedback was discussed and areas of concern highlighted along with areas of 

strength and potential improvement. As the second step, the HoD presented the 

data at a formal meeting with all teachers from Grade R to Grade 3. The principal 

insisted on all the teachers being involved.  

The third step involved the Grade 1 teachers continuing discussions, mostly in-

formally, about individual pupils and changes to the curriculum. The teachers also 

focused on evaluating whether the new SIOP intervention was proving effective. 

The curriculum planning for the following year was aligned with the activities 

recommended in the feedback.  

place referred to here as the Cascade Approach (Fig. 7.2).  

 
 

 

 

Fig. 7.2 School E data path: Cascade Approach 

Head of the SGB 
Departmental officials 
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Finally, the data were kept in the deputy principal’s office for teachers to ac-

cess. The deputy principal was responsible for curriculum development and she 

would then integrate the recommendations into the curriculum planning for the 

following year. The principal (Interview) impressed upon his teachers the im-

portance of working with the data, but did not take control of the process: “I don’t 

get involved with the HoD’s meetings with the teachers. It is development (sic) for 

the HoD to interpret the report”. He did however use the feedback to report to the 

SGB and DoE officials to motivate for extra support and funding for the school. 

6.4.2.2 Types of use  

In School E, the data were used to support conversations between the Grade 1 

teachers about the efficacy of any new activities, pupils in need of support and 

possible adjustments to the curriculum. “It is important for us to share what activi-

ties are working or not” (Interview, Teacher 1). Use of data encouraged communi-

cation between teachers from Grade R to Grade 3 to facilitate an alignment of 

goals for the school and to coordinate curriculum planning. “… [A]ll the Founda-

tion Phase and Grade R teachers meet about the feedback, because they will all 

see these children somewhere down the line.” (Interview, Principal). The feedback 

was reported to the school, to the SGB and used to garner additional funding from 

external funders, as well as the DoE. Upon occasion, the data were used in paren-

tal discussion as an external validation of teacher evaluations and recommenda-

tions. “Sometimes the parents won’t believe us that their child is struggling. Then 

we can show them the marks and say look this was done scientifically by the uni-

versity, it is not just in our tests that he is struggling” (Interview, Teacher 2) 

The principal and HoD discussed the results from the reports to establish the 

professional development needs of the school. Based on discussions, private and 

DoE training opportunities were identified to address the needs. The principal also 

saw the process of working with the data as a professional development opportuni-

ty for his staff and therefore supported his HoD in interpreting the data. These data 

underwent further analysis to establish if the SIOP intervention was having an im-

pact on the pupils: “It was good to see that the vocab.(sic) results increased so 

considerably, it seems as if the SIOP is working” (Observation, HoD) 

These data had a direct impact on the curriculum development for the whole 

school through the Curriculum Developer (deputy principal). “The reports defi-

nitely get used… eventually they end up with our deputy principal for curriculum 

development” (Interview, Principal). A 15-minute school-wide daily reading peri-

od was introduced, based in part on the data from the SAMP feedback. The aim of 

the reading period was to improve pupil literacy across the school. The curriculum 

development was also impacted directly through the formal teacher meetings of 

the Grade R- Grade 3 teachers.  

The principal employed the SAMP feedback to meet the accountability de-

mands of the SGB and the DoE through the mandated IQMS. “See, [shows IQMS 

file] I even have your documents in my IQMS file” (Interview, Principal). Data 

were not viewed in isolation in School E, but triangulated with classroom assess-

ment data and the principal’s classroom observations. The teachers appreciated the 

opportunity to validate their assessment standards with an external source. This 

was particularly useful in the difficult task of identifying pupils who were at risk 
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of failing halfway through the school year. “It is difficult to identify the learners, 

you always wonder… now we can look at the feedback results as back-up” (Inter-

view, Teacher 3). 

The data were also used for formal goal setting, to evaluate the success of ac-

tions based on the data. Measurable goals were set in terms of achieving gains as 

well as achieving a minimum final score. “The overall score is higher than last 

year. The score on the Rhyming Words subtest is worrying. The gain is smaller 

than last year. We said we wanted to increase the gain.” (Observation, HoD). The 

school was also concerned with maintaining a high standard relative to other 

schools with similar characteristics in the sample. The principal was therefore able 

to monitor both the gains of pupils and performance of the teachers in achieving 

the goals set.  

6.4.3 Sibongile (School S) 

Sibongile’s school was situated in a township area. The language of learning and 

teaching in the School S had always been Sepedi. Pupils were predominantly from 

the local area. The socio-economic status of the area was very poor and many of 

the parents were unemployed and fairly young. 

The school principal was committed to ensuring the smooth running of the 

school and that the school was an asset to the community. The school was sensi-

tive to the plight of the community and often provided food parcels to hungry fam-

ilies. The school was also frequently involved in dealing with the social problems 

and poverty the children faced in the home environment. Sibongile and her staff 

would often be the first place children who were experiencing abuse or neglect in 

the home environment would turn to for help. Parental involvement in the school 

was limited and Sibongile noted that many pupils experienced little support in the 

domestic environment as parents were often absent. Many of the teachers in the 

school had received only basic formal educational training (some under the apart-

heid government). Sibongile was trying to address this low level of pre-service 

training through professional development activities presented by the DoE.  

6.4.3.1 Data path – Top-Down Approach 

All the Grade 1 teachers attend and participated in the feedback sessions. Sibongi-

le, as principal, took responsibility for the use of the feedback and usually attend-

ed the sessions as well, along with her Grade 1 teachers. Sibongile read and inter-

preted the reports for the teachers: “I summarize it and tell the teachers what the 

report says …informally in the hallways or on class visits, also in the meeting af-

ter we receive the reports.” (Interview, Principal). This Top-Down Approach is il-

lustrated in Fig.6.3. Sibongile also communicated directly to the Grade R and 

Grade 2 teachers about the feedback as it applied to them. Teachers informally 

discussed individual pupils and specific suggested activities with each other. The 

Grade 1 teachers mainly examined the report in terms of individual pupil results 

and the conclusion section with the suggested activities. 
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Fig. 6.3 School S data path: Top-Down Approach 

6.4.3.2 Types of use 

In School S, the data were used to support conversations between the Grade 1 

teachers concerning the various suggested activities, pupils in need of support or 

extra stimulation and possible adjustments to the curriculum. “We haven’t tried 

these activities [points to suggested phonics activities in report]. This may help 

with the phonics problem; we can try some rap songs” (Observation, Principal). 

The data were sometimes used to support conversations with parents about pupils 

experiencing problems or at risk of failure. “The other day one of the grandfathers 

wouldn’t believe his grandchild was failing, he was giving the teacher a real tough 

time. Once she showed him the marks from your test [referring to SAMP], he be-

lieved her” (Interview, Principal). 

The principal interpreted the data and explained to the Grade R and Grade 1 

teachers what curriculum development was required. She then also monitored to 

see if the changes were taking place at classroom level. “I am in and out of classes 

all the time, talking to the teachers and seeing if they are doing what we talked 

about” (Interview, Principal). 

The principal supported the teachers in using the data to triangulate with their 

own classroom assessment standards. In this way the teachers could establish if 

they were marking at an appropriate level. The data were also compared to the re-

sults of pupils who were identified to the DoE as being at risk of failure.  

The principal facilitated formal goal setting, operationalized in terms of gains, 

relative achievement to other schools and minimum final results in the feedback 

reports. “As long as we are showing a gain, I am happy” (Observation, Principal). 

These goals made it possible for the principal to monitor pupil gains and teacher 

performance. The goals also served as a motivational factor for the teachers. “Just 

look how happy they are when they hear the results” (Interview, Principal). 

6.5 DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

All three schools presented in this chapter used the data for multiple purposes as 

illustrated in Table 6.1 (Based on Schildkamp & Kuiper, 2010). Each school how-

ever had its own data path either a Team, Cascade or Top-Down data path.  

 

 

Fig. 7.3 School S data path: Top-Down Approach 
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Table 6.1 Summary of school data use  

USES 

School A/E 

 

Team 

School E 

 
 

Cascade  

School S 

 

Top-Down 

Supporting Con-

versations 

Teachers:     

Grade R/Pre-school    

Grade 1    

Grade 2    

Grade 3    

School Governing Body    

Departmental Officials    

Professional Development 

Providers 
   

Funders    

Parents    

Professional De-

velopment 

Increasing Data Literacy    

Identifying Training Needs     

Curriculum Devel-

opment and Plan-

ning 

Grade R    

Grade 1    

Grade 2    

Whole School    

Curriculum Developer
7
    

School Based Support Team
8
    

Meeting Accounta-

bility demands 

Integrated Quality Manage-

ment System 
9
 

   

School Governing Body     

Goal Setting Gains    

Final Results    

Relative to Other Schools    

Monitoring Teacher Performance    

Pupil Gains    

                                                        
7 The curriculum developer is the person in the school responsible for the overall curriculum de-

velopment and alignment for the school. Nor all schools make provision for such a role.  
8 A School Based Support Team (SBST) usually comprises a group of experienced teachers who 

plan for supporting individual learners who have been identified as being at risk within the 

school. The team acts as a resource for individual teachers throughout the different grades.  
9 The IQMS consists of three programs aimed at enhancing and monitoring performance of the 

education system. The three programs are: Developmental Appraisal to determine and address 

individual teachers development needs, Performance Management  for teacher progression and 

Whole School Evaluation to evaluate the overall effectiveness of a school as well as the quality 

of teaching and learning. (Education Labour Relations Council, 2003). 
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There seems to be evidence of overlapping of different types of use, depending on 

the purpose. The three schools employed very different data paths for use in their 

schools. Pieter’s school used a Team Approach, combining the skills and data 

from the HoD, principal and teachers who all worked together to interpret and 

eventually set goals and monitor the achievement of the goals. Rajesh’s school 

followed a structured, Cascade Approach, with each person in the path having a 

specific role. The data moved from the principal to the HoD, the teachers and then 

the curriculum developer. Sibongile’s school used a Top-Down Approach with the 

principal relaying her interpretation of the data to teachers and the HoD while she 

also monitored how the improvement actions were implemented in the classes. All 

three schools used the data for multiple purposes as illustrated in Table 6.1. 

Three distinct approaches to data-use that appeared to be appropriate for the 

three different specific contexts (schools) were identified and explored in this 

chapter: Team, Cascade and Top-Down. The data suggest that the most appropri-

ate and effective approach of use may depend on the culture of the school, school 

leadership approach, level of teacher development, context and level of function-

ing of the school. A more advanced, sophisticated approach to data-use may not 

always lead to improvements, but may be disheartening and inappropriate in a 

specific context. For instance, Sibongile’s School implemented the less sophisti-

cated Top-Down Approach using basic analysis of individual data and overall dif-

ferences in scores, which proved effective in transforming data into action in the 

school, through the principal’s leadership and guidance. This level of data use was 

appropriate for School S as the teachers were hesitant to interact with complex da-

ta and data presentations, but felt comfortable interacting with the basic presenta-

tion of data. The Cascade Approach seems to function effectively when data use is 

to be combined with additional opportunities for professional development and 

conceptual learning. This could be seen in the case of School E, where continuous 

professional development was highly valued and the principal encouraged staff to 

take responsibility for data use and interpretation. The Team Approach suited the 

collaborative culture of School A/E where additional analysis and triangulation of 

different data were brought about via the principal’s active role in facilitating the 

data-analysis and interpretation. The Team Approach, therefore provides the op-

portunity for a data-literate and data-focused individual to facilitate the data use 

process where most of the other participants do not have a natural aptitude, expe-

rience or preference for data use, resulting in a more sophisticated level of data 

use. These are only some of the possible effective data paths and there may be 

many others implemented in schools. 

There are, however, certain commonalities in the approaches to effective data-

use illustrated above. In all cases, the principals valued and emphasized the im-

portance of data-based practice and planning, ensuring that formal time and space 

were created to work with the data, whether it was through arranging meetings, 

visiting classrooms or supporting HoDs in meetings with staff. Multiple role play-

ers were involved in the data analysis, interpretation and application process, from 

teachers to HoDs and principals, although not in the case of the Top Down ap-

proach where the teachers were provided with interpretations by the principal, 

Sibongile. Target setting was used to motivate teachers and monitor progress in 

the schools. School data were never viewed in isolation, but interpreted in con-

junction with other sources through triangulation. In all cases, the data were used 

to facilitate conversations about the curriculum and individualized support with 
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role players such as other teachers from different grades, parents, the SGB and the 

DoE. Feedback was also provided with links to support material to provide a step-

ping-stone to action. Data must also be provided in such a manner that it meets the 

needs of different schools at various levels of data-use sophistication. From the 

case studies, it appears that an effective feedback system should thus try to estab-

lish or encourage these conditions for effective data use.  

In terms of policy, it is essential that monitoring and data use policies provide 

the opportunity and time for use of data. As can be seen in all three cases formal 

meetings were arranged to interact with the data and discuss planning, as well as 

monitor progress in schools. It would also be beneficial if training in data literacy 

and data use for planning and evidence practice is mandated. This would equip us-

ers with the skills not only to report, but also to identify and use sources of infor-

mation that are appropriate to ensure quality. The data in this chapter seems to 

suggest that policy on data use should not be prescriptive about school data paths, 

but should rather provide exemplars of various possible approaches which are ap-

propriate for different contexts. In South Africa, the information that schools re-

ceive from government is not always sufficiently detailed to meet the decision-

making needs of the varying school contexts. For this reason, it is important that 

there are layers of sophistication (different levels of detail, complexity of presenta-

tion and disaggregation) within the data which the school can access as needed for 

its particular milieu. 

6.5.1 Reflection questions for practitioners 

1. What sort of data path is your school currently using? 

2. How are different role players in your school involved in the data analysis, in-

terpretation and application process throughout the data path? 

3. How appropriate is your school’s current data path for your school culture, 

school leadership approach, level of teacher development, context and level of 

functioning of the school? 

6.5.2 Reflection questions for policy makers 

1. How do policies in your country10 support development of data literacy in 

schools? 

2. To what extent does your country’s current policy prescribe school data paths? 

What impact may this have on the effectiveness of data use in different school 

contexts in your country? 

3. How do the policies in your country encourage school data use? 

                                                        
10 Policies are referred to here as relating to a country, it may however refer to policies for a spe-

cific region, state or province depending on how a specific county’s education system is struc-

tured.  
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6.5.3 Reflection questions for researchers 

1. Three possible data paths were identified in this chapter. How can other data 

paths be identified through further research? How would you approach this re-

search in your country? 

2. Certain data paths such as the Top-Down approach are generally viewed as less 

desirable. How can the school milieu mediate value judgments about approach-

es to data use? 

3. How can data feedback systems, which are able to meet the needs of different 

schools at various levels of data-use sophistication, be developed? 
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