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Abstract

The use of data to inform instruction has been linked to improved student outcomes,
early identification of intervention needs, and teacher decision-making and efficacy.
Additionally, data are used as a means of accountability within educational settings.
However, little is known about data use practices among early grades teachers. The
purpose of the current study is to describe the data use of PreK to third grade teach-
ers and to investigate differences in data use and support across grade levels. Par-
ticipants were 307 early childhood teachers in PreK and early elementary school.
Analysis of survey data revealed, overall, most teachers across grade levels collected
observational data and direct assessments and data were predominantly used to in-
form instruction and determine if students are ready to learn new skills. In general,
teachers indicated that support for data use is available. Results also indicate signif-
icant variation in data types, use, and support across PreK to third grade.
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There is growing awareness that data use can improve the quality of
education and the intentional use of data is increasingly recognized as
an important component of teachers’ practices (Organization for Eco-
nomic Cooperation & Development [OECD], 2012). Data can be use-
ful in honing understanding of students’ skills and needs to provide
tailored and effective instruction, and to improve school performance
and student learning over time and across grades. Additionally, data
are commonly used as a means of accountability within educational
settings for purposes of monitoring compliance and progress as well
as allocating resources based on needs. Despite its potential for en-
hancing educational quality and influencing student outcomes, little
is known about data use practices among early childhood teachers.
Specifically, there is limited documentation regarding the data sources
most commonly used by teachers, and the purposes for which they
use data across the PreK to third grade continuum. This lack of infor-
mation is somewhat surprising given the importance of understand-
ing educational practices that lead up to and potentially influence
students’ third grade outcomes, which are associated with students’
lasting outcomes, including later academic achievement, college en-
rollment and retention, rates of incarceration and high school drop-
out (Feister, 2013; Guo et al., 2015). More information is needed on
teachers’ current data use practices, along with the organizational
supports (e.g., training and professional development) available to
support teachers’ use of data as students transition into school and
advance across the early grades.

The purposes of the current survey-based study are to describe
teacher data collection, data use, and available support for data use
from PreK to third grade and to investigate differences across grade
levels. We used teacher report to assess the types of data teachers col-
lect, the purposes for which teachers use data, and the organizational
supports available to support date use by teachers.

Importance of Data Use Across the PreK to Third Grade
Continuum

Student outcomes at the end of third grade are predictive of future ac-
ademic success and associated with future wellbeing (Feister, 2013;
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Guo et al., 2015). Given these lasting associations, there is much in-
terest in providing high quality, aligned experiences across the transi-
tion into school and through the early grades to support student suc-
cess. Data use by PreK through third grade teachers is one strategy
that can be used to promote aligned and instructionally appropriate
experiences for students and lead to improved or maintained child
outcomes over time.

Aligning the type of data and methods of data use over time may
enhance the benefits for students in the early grades. A recent study
conducted in rural communities found data sharing on individual chil-
dren between PreK and kindergarten teachers was positively associ-
ated with literacy skills in children at kindergarten entry (Garber et
al., 2023). However, they found that only 32% of participating PreK
teachers shared data as part of their transition practices. Garber et
al. (2023) suggested that the lack of connections across data types
and systems between PreK and kindergarten creates difficulties for
teachers to share individualized data. Transition practices as children
enter school and progress through the early grades that include data
sharing between teachers on individual student progress and needs
may contribute to positive student outcomes over time, including im-
proved 3rd grade outcomes.

In addition to promoting student outcomes, understanding data use
practices in the early grades is highly relevant given that the collection
and reporting of various data sources is a significant part of the ed-
ucational infrastructure. It is now commonplace for teacher data use
to be embedded in educational policy and established best practice.
Professional organizations such as the National Association of School
Psychologists (NASP), the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC), and
National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC)
promote data use through best practices guidelines. For example, the
CEC standards require the use of assessment for data-based decision
making. Similarly, NAEYC (2019) standards require that early child-
hood teacher candidates understand and use child observation, doc-
umentation, and assessment.
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Conceptual Framework for Teacher Data Use

The articulation of a framework around which data use practices can
be organized is useful for advancing research and aligning findings
with practice and policy opportunities. In this study, we build from
Schildkamp et al. (2017) framework for investigating teacher data
use practices. Specifically, we propose including data types, purposes,
and organizational support as important aspects of data use among
teachers.

Data Types

Teachers collect many data sources from students in their classrooms.
Sun et al. (2016) conducted a review of research on the types and pur-
poses of data used by teachers and identified seven types: (a) short,
formative assessments; (b) statewide standardized test scores; (c)
classroom observations; (d) attendance; (e) demographics; (f) instruc-
tional strategies; and (g) growth reports. However, this study did not
include PreK, nor did it differentiate across grade levels.

Data Use Purposes

The current study explored the data use of early childhood teachers
for purposes of accountability, school development, and instruction
(Schildkamp et al., 2017).

Accountability

Understanding data use is significant because it is associated with ac-
countability systems. Data are used to inform parents and other com-
munity members about student progress and school performance (Di-
amond & Spillane, 2004). Teachers are also accountable to school,
district, and state administrators to report on their classroom per-
formance (Coburn & Talbert, 2006). In some cases, the accountabil-
ity systems and their implications may be considered “high stakes.”
Certain uses of achievement test results are termed high stakes if
they carry serious consequences for students or for educators (Amer-
ican Education Researchers Association, 2000). For example, Head
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Start Performance Standards require funded preschool programs to
use child assessment data and measures of classroom quality to inform
instructional decisions (Head Start Performance Standards, 2016).
For older students, federal policies such as the No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLB; 2002) and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA; 2015) re-
quire schools to collect and report student assessment scores. These
policies often mean that low assessment scores may result in fed-
eral intervention, including reduction in funding for underperforming
programs. States also have accountability policies related to student
assessment and outcomes. For example, Ohio’s Third Grade Reading
Guarantee (2021) requires students to achieve a minimum reading as-
sessment score to be eligible for promotion to fourth grade. The use
of data for purposes of accountability in the early grades, including
PreK, is understudied.

School Development

Data use for school development refers to schools using data to im-
prove school performance, and often involves data collection by teach-
ers to feed into school systems’ efforts. To this end, data-based deci-
sion making has been embedded in educational systems and structures
(Mandinach, 2012). For example, a defining feature of multi-tiered
systems of support (MTSS), a commonly used student support frame-
work in schools, is continuous improvement (i.e., school development)
driven by data (American Institutes for Research [AIR], n.d.-a). Within
MTSS, teams (including teachers) collect and analyze data to diagnose
problems or gaps, select strategies (e.g., curriculum changes) to ad-
dress these challenges, and evaluate the success of each strategy. The
Centers on MTSS includes data use as one of their five essential com-
ponents (AIR, n.d.-b). In another example, Nebraska’s Reading Im-
provement Act (2018) requires school districts to administer an ap-
proved reading assessment three times during the school year to all
students in kindergarten through third grade. Assessment results are
used to identify students in need of targeted interventions and then
to evaluate the interventions’ progress toward bringing all students
to grade-level proficiency. However, information is limited regarding
teachers’ use of these data, and data-based decision-making processes
they use, during PreK through third grade.
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Instruction

Repeated child assessments of performance, and the use of data to in-
form and influence instruction (including supplemented or individ-
ualized instruction), facilitates student achievement (Fuchs & Fuchs,
2002). The intentional use of data to inform instruction has been
linked to improved student outcomes, early identification of inter-
vention needs, and improved teacher decision-making and efficacy
(Atkins- Burnett et al., 2014; Datnow et al., 2007). One recent larg-
escale study (deMonsabert et al., 2022) of early childhood educators
found that most teachers reported using assessment data to inform
instruction. Although this study compared data use across early child-
hood settings (e.g., Head Start, PreK, childcare), neither information
about data use in elementary schools nor alignment with early child-
hood practices were provided. A study is needed that looks teacher
data use across PreK and the early elementary grades. School Organi-
zational Support School organizational support (e.g., professional de-
velopment) is a potential enabler of data use by teachers (Schildkamp
et al., 2017); conversely, the lack of supports may be considered a bar-
rier. There is currently little guidance provided to teachers on struc-
tures and processes for implementing continuous data collection and
using data (Zweig et al, 2015), despite evidence suggesting that many
teachers lack the skills and knowledge to use data effectively (e.g.,
Marsh et al., 2006). Teachers have been found to collect and use mul-
tiple types of data but receive little to no preservice or in-service pro-
fessional development for data use (deMonsabert et al., 2022). The
lack of knowledge and skill regarding data use, as well as limited pro-
fessional development opportunities, suggest a need for enhanced and
intentional support to promote teacher use of data (Mandinach & Ji-
merson, 2016).

NAEYC (2020) has published a position statement that includes
guidelines for developmentally appropriate data use practices when
working with children from birth through the primary grades (i.e.,
age 8). Recommended data use practices are those that are “ongoing,
strategic, reflective, and purposeful,” and that provide information
about progress toward goals set with family input (p. 19). Recommen-
dations also suggest that data be collected within a system that helps
educators make sense of and use data, suggesting the importance of
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professional development to promote teacher data use. Though these
guidelines apply to PreK through third grade students, little is known
about how they are implemented in PreK and early elementary school.
More research is needed to understand current levels of organizational
support and areas of training need for PreK to third grade teachers re-
garding data collection and use.

Gaps in Data Use and Research Questions

Despite increased awareness of the significance of data, its promi-
nence in the educational infrastructure, and its potential application
to support educational outcomes and student progress, little is known
about data use in early childhood classrooms. Research is needed to
better understand early childhood teachers’ current data use prac-
tices, including types and purposes of data used as well as the orga-
nizational facilitators provided to promote teacher data use. Research
on data use by PreK teachers is particularly lacking and it is unclear
how the types of data collected by teachers and their data use prac-
tices vary across the PreK through third grade continuum.

This study is guided by three research questions: (1) What types of
data do PreK through third grade teachers collect and are there dif-
ferences by grade level? (2) How do teachers use data for accountabil-
ity, school development, and instruction and does use vary by grade
level? and (3) What organizational supports for data use are avail-
able to PreK through third grade teachers and does support vary by
grade level?

Method
Participants

Participants were 307 teachers enrolled in a larger classroom obser-
vation study in preschool and early elementary schools in rural and
urban communities in the Midwest region of the United States. Teach-
ers participated in one of three cohorts between 2018 and 2020. Pri-
mary data collection occurred prior to COVID-19 school closures in
the spring of 2020. However, five teachers (1.6%) provided data after
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school closures imposed by COVID-19. See Table 1 for teacher demo-
graphic information. Teachers were mostly women and most identified
as white non-Hispanic. Teachers were similar on most demographic
characteristics; however, PreK teachers were significantly more likely
than kindergarten to third grade teachers and third grade teachers
were significantly less likely than PreK to second grade teachers to
have a state early childhood education certificate/ endorsement.

Table 1 Teacher demographics

Total (N = 307) %

Teacher gender

Female 97.0
Male 3.0
Teacher grade level
Preschool 18.4
Kindergarten 21.6
1st grade 27.7
2nd grade 17.1
3rd grade 15.2
Teacher race/ethnicity
Black 1.0
Hispanic 2.0
Other 0.7
White 96.4
Highest level of education
Associate’s degree 0.7
Bachelor’s degree 49.5
Master’s degree 47.2
Education specialist/professional diploma 2.3
Other 0.3
Teaching certificate
No 1.3
Yes 98.7
State ECE certificate/endorsement
No 57-4
Yes 42.6

Classroom composition

Number of students in class
% Hispanic/Latino

% White

% Black

% ELL*

% FRL

M = 19.52 (SD = 3.79)

M = 18.96 (SD = 20.17)
M = 59.55 (SD = 29.93)
M = 14.53 (SD = 20.96)
M = 21.26 (SD = 21.99)
M = 62.44 (SD = 30.58)

ELL students who speak a language other than English, FRL students eligible for

free and reduced-price lunch

*Significant difference between PreK and K, 1st, 2nd, and 3rd grade (p = .024)
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Setting

Participants were recruited from 64 schools/agencies in 20 rural and
two urban communities in one mid-western state. Rural versus urban
status was defined using the National Center for Education Statistics
(NCES) Office of Management and Budget locale codes. School districts
with NCES locale codes of city or suburb were categorized as urban.
Districts with local codes of town or rural were categorized as rural.
School districts were identified and recruited into the study based on
the following eligibility criteria: (a) 40% or more of students within
the district were eligible for free and reduced-price lunch, and (b) the
district provided public preschool services. For school districts with
more than one primary school, Title I schools were selected to partic-
ipate in the study. Two Head Start programs operated by community
agencies were also included to increase the number of rural partic-
ipants. See Table 1 for the participating teachers’ classroom compo-
sition. Relative to other grades, PreK classrooms had a significantly
higher number of students who spoke a language other than English.
This is likely due to PreK eligibility criteria that favored English lan-
guage learners. Schools were located in geographically diverse loca-
tions throughout one Midwestern state.

Measures and Procedures

The survey used for this study was part of a larger researcher-devel-
oped measure designed to assess teachers’ practices. Additional items
were used to collect information on teacher demographics. The survey
was adapted from the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Plan-
ning, Evaluation and Policy Development, Policy and Program Stud-
ies Service’s National Educational Technology Trends Teacher Survey
(Bakia et al., 2008). Some items based on the Schildkamp et al. (2017)
framework were selected and used to address each main research
question. Each set of items was structured and scored differently. To
assess the types of data teachers collected (research question 1), six
dichotomous items were administered. Teachers were provided with a
list of potential high quality data sources aligned with NAEYC (2020)
recommendations and asked to indicate (yes or no) whether they col-
lected each type of data. To assess the purposes for which teachers
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used data (research question 2), eight items rated on a 4-point Likert-
type scale (never to once a week or more) were used. Teachers were
provided with a list of potential data use purposes and asked to indi-
cate how often they used data for each purpose. Two items assessed
accountability, four assessed instructional purposes, and two captured
school development. To assess the support teachers received for using
data, three items rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale (strongly dis-
agree to strongly agree) were collected. Teachers were provided with
statements about receiving data use support and asked to indicate how
strongly they agreed with each statement. Surveys were administered
electronically via a study website and were collected in the spring of
each cohort year. The survey included the same set of questions for
all teachers regardless of grade level. Item relevance varied by grade
level, but the use of identical items for all participants allowed for a
consistent description of results across grades.

Data Analysis

Analyses were performed within the IBM SPSS Statistics Version 29
software environment. Descriptive statistics (means, standard devi-
ations, frequencies, percentages) were computed to describe teacher
data use practices from PreK to third grade. Chi-square tests of in-
dependence for dichotomous items (addressing Research Question
1) and one-way analyses of variance (ANOVAs) for Likert-type items
(addressing Research Questions 2 and 3) were performed to inves-
tigate omnibus differences in data use across grade levels. Post hoc
pairwise grade comparisons were computed for significant omnibus
associations. The unadjusted significance level was set at a = .05 and
the Benjamini-Hochberg correction was applied to the post hoc com-
parisons to control the false discovery rate.

Results

RQ1: What Types of Data Do PreK Through Third Grade Teachers
Collect and Do Those Types Differ by Grade Level?

See Table 2 for types of data collected by grade and omnibus tests of
significance indicating whether there was an overall association of
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Table 2 Number and percentage of teachers endorsing types of data collected by grade

Data types Across grades n (%) PreK f (%) Kf (%) 1st f (%) 2nd f (%) 3rd f (%) X2 (4) p
Observations 294 (95.8%) 57 (100%) 60 (89.6%) 82 (97.6%) 52 (98.1%) 43 (93.5%) 10.92 .027
Direct assessments* 263 (85.7%) 37 (64.9%) 59 (88.1%) 78 (92.9%) 47 (88.7%) 42 (91.3%) 25.43 <.001
Portfolio/work sampling 233 (75.9%) 42 (73.7%) 53 (79.1%) 71 (84.5%) 37 (69.8%) 30 (65.2%) 7.89 .096
Teacher ratings of child 164 (53.4%)  33(57.9%)  35(52.2%) 44 (52.4%) 30(56.6%)  22(47.8%) 1.33 .857
Parent ratings of child* 53 (17.3%) 22 (38.6%) 11 (16.4%) 7 (8.3%) 6 (11.3%) 7 (15.2%) 24.33 <.001
Other 22 (7.2%) 3 (5.3%) 6 (9.0%) 5 (6.0%) 6 (11.3%) 2 (4.3%) 2.74 .602

n number of teachers endorsing item, % percentage of teachers endorsing item, x? chi-square test for association of grade on data type
*Significant post-hoc differences between PreK and K, PreK and 1st, PreK and 2nd, and PreK and 3rd grade

grade on each data type. Teachers were provided with a list of data
types and asked to indicate (yes or no) if they collect each type of data.
Teachers reported collecting a variety of data sources. Most teachers
across grade levels collected observational data (96%) and direct as-
sessments (86%). Less commonly collected were portfolio/ work sam-
ples (76%) and teacher ratings of child behavior and skills (53%).
The least likely data to be collected were parent ratings of child be-
havior and skills, with only 17% of teachers reporting collecting par-
ent ratings.

No significant differences were found between kindergarten, first,
second, or third grade teachers’ reports of data types. However, post-
hoc pairwise comparisons revealed significant differences between
PreK and each of the other grades in the types of data teachers col-
lected. PreK teachers were significantly more likely to collect parent
ratings of child behavior and skills compared to kindergarten, first,
second, and third grade teachers. Nearly 40% of PreK teachers re-
ported collecting parent ratings relative to only 16% of kindergarten
teachers, 8% of first, 11% of second, and 15% of third grade teach-
ers. PreK teachers were significantly less likely to collect direct as-
sessments of children’s skills compared to kindergarten, first, second,
and third grade teachers. Although 65% of PreK teachers reported
collecting direct assessments, that figure is still lower than the 88%
of kindergarten, 93% of first, 89% of second, and 91% reported by
third grade teachers. Although there was a significant association of
grade on observations overall, no pairwise grade comparisons were
significant after adjusting for the multiple comparisons. Interest-
ingly all (100%) PreK teachers reported collecting observations. This
was the only measure endorsed by all teachers at any grade level.
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Observations, however, were the most reported type of data collected
by teachers across grade levels. No significant differences between
grade levels were found in use of portfolios or teacher rating of child
skills.

RQ2: How Do Teachers Use Data for Accountability, School Devel-
opment, and Instruction and Does Use Vary by Grade Level?

Table 3 reports data use by purpose and grade, and provides omnibus
tests of significance indicating whether there was an overall associ-
ation of grade on each data use purpose. Aggregating across grades,
teachers reported using data most frequently for instructional pur-
poses to determine if their class or individual students were ready
to learn new skills (M = 3.69; SD = 0.60). They least frequently used
data for accountability purposes to demonstrate progress/outcomes
to school/district administration (M = 2.42; SD = 0.67). PreK teach-
ers reported overall lower rates of data use across all purposes rel-
ative to the overall mean. However, in general, teachers across all
grade levels reported the same top four data use purposes and in
the same rank order. Data use for the purpose of instruction charac-
terized the top responses by teachers across grades levels. On aver-
age, the highest rated data use purpose across teachers within each
grade was to determine if class or students were ready to learn new
skills. The second highest rated purpose was to determine child’s
response to instruction, followed by discuss child’s progress with a
colleague/specialist rated third, and to evaluate promising practices
rated fourth. First grade teachers had a slightly different rank order
with determine child’s response to instruction (M = 3.51; SD = 0.77)
ranked below discuss child’s progress with a colleague/specialist
(M = 3.52; SD = 0.67).

No significant differences were found between kindergarten, first,
second, or third grade teachers’ reports of data use by purpose. Post-
hoc pairwise comparisons identified significant differences between
PreK and other grades. Relative to kindergarten, first, second, and
third grade teachers, PreK teachers less frequently used data to: (a)
Determine whether the class or individual children were ready to move
on to new skills; (b) Discuss child’s progress with colleague/ special-
ist; and (c) Demonstrate progress/outcomes to administrators. There



13

WITTE ET AL. IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION JOURNAL, 2023

opeas pi€ pue yaid pue ‘puz pue Yaid IST pue Yaid Y pue YaId U9aMIdq SROUIIP d20y-31sod JuedyTudIS,

asn eyep uo aperd Jo uoneIosse

snqruwo Suren[eas I10j 3s93-4 = J "9I0W JO J29M € 0UQ = ¥ {YIUOW © 30TM] 10 20UQ = € {Teak © SOWI} MIJ ¥ = T ‘I2AIN = T Y3IIM ¥ 03 T JO 9[€DS © U0 PIjel 2I9M SW]

oLY: 88'0 = (10€ ‘)4 (90°'1) YLz (€o'1) 1S°C (Lo'1) 0L'T (Lo'1) 28T (St'1) ¥S°'2 (80°1) L9'T sodueD WN[NILLIND WLIOJU]
obe: Y11 = (962 ‘P4 (Lg'0) ST'€ (86°0) To'€ (¥g0) Sz'€ (06°0) ST°€ (oo'1) ¥6°C (16'0) z1°€ soonoead Suisrwoad ayenteay
juawdoraaap [00ydS
«IsIerdads /ongdesyioo
100° og'v = (662 ‘V)4 (69°0) €7°€ (LL0) SP€ (L9'0) 2S°€ (L9'0) 9€°€ (€g8°0) 00°€ (PL0) LEE am ssaadoad s,priyo ssnosiq
opeasd 3xau
ev9: €9'0 = (862 ‘V)a (2g8'0) S9'C (16°0) 2l'T (0g8'0) 89°¢ (og'0) cgT (94£°0) 09T (18°'0) ol'c paxedaad I9y3oym djeWNSH
UOTINIISUL 0]
z€o" 89'c = (10€ V)4 (69'0) ¥S°€ (65°0) 99°€ (LL0) 1S°€ (S9'0) 19°€ (S6'0) Sz'€ (SL0) 1S°€ 9suodsal s,pIIyd SuIULIRQ
%ST[D[S Mau 0}
UO 2A0W 03 ApBaI SJUdPNIS
100° og8'Y = (00€ ‘V)q (LV0) gL°€ (09'0) 2l'€ (¢S'0) gL°€ (LV0) SLE (zg8'0) 6€°€ (09'0) 69°€ /SSB[d I9UIoUyM SUTULIdI_(
uonONIISUJ
Luorjerjsiurwpe o}
100° 6€'S = (00€ D) (99°0) ¢hc (LL0) SS'T (69°0) ST (19'0) 15°¢ (6%°0) LoT (L9'0) ¢hz saw0d3no/ssaxdoad ayenysuowraq
ssaaoad
ger 08°'1T = (10€ ‘P)d (29°0) LS'T (0L'0) €8T (99'0) Si'¢ (L9'0) 9T (69'0) SS'z (L9'0) 89'C S, UIPIIYD Inoqe syuated wIojup
A11qeIUNO020Y
d £ (@) Wpie  (as) Wpuc  (As) Wist (as) W (as) WxpR1d  (as) W TeloL 103 1ea£ [00YDs Furmp eep Jo asn

sopeid ssoxoe asodand £q asn ejep aSeroay € a[qel



WITTE ET AL. IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION JOURNAL, 2023 14

was a significant overall association of grade on the frequency teach-
ers used data to determine a child’s response to individual instruction,
but no pairwise grade comparisons were significant after adjusting
for the multiple comparisons. No grade level differences in data use
purposes were reported by teachers for evaluate promising practices,
estimate whether prepared for next grade, inform curriculum changes,
or inform parents about children’s progress.

RQ3: What Organizational Supports for Data Use are Available to
PreK Through Third Grade Teachers and Does Support Vary by
Grade Level?

See Table 4 for teachers’ ratings of data use support by grade and om-
nibus tests of significance indicating whether there was an overall
association of grade on support for each data use. On average across
items, teachers agreed that they received support for data use. Spe-
cifically, they agreed that they received support for using data to un-
derstand students’ learning and instructional needs (M = 3.97; SD =
0.83), inform their classroom instruction (M = 3.92; SD = 0.89), and
guide program planning and reporting (M = 3.86; SD = 0.89). Post-
hoc pairwise comparisons indicated that PreK teachers reported sig-
nificantly lower ratings of support for using data to inform classroom
instruction relative to kindergarten, first, and second grade teachers,
and significantly lower ratings of support to guide program planning
and reporting relative to kindergarten and first grade teachers.

Discussion

Data gathered from and about students are part of the fabric of the
educational system. Data use is associated with student outcomes
and can improve the quality of education (Atkins-Burnett et al., 2014;
OECD, 2012). In educational settings, data can be used for purposes of
promoting instruction, for school development, and for accountabil-
ity with related implications for educational funding (Gardner, 2010).
This study aimed to explore how teachers across the early childhood
continuum from PreK to third grade collect and use data, and iden-
tify enablers of data use. The study provides insight into what data
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teachers collect, why teachers collect it, and how they are supported
by organizations in data collection and data use. Though PreK to third
grade covers a developmental period up to age 8 (and is thus con-
sidered “early childhood”), the unique priorities, needs and targets
within and across these grades must be recognized. Some variation in
types and purposes of data across developmental periods is expected
and perhaps appropriate. Understanding the similarities and differ-
ences in data use across grades comprising the early childhood period
may inform how practices might be aligned to improve student out-
comes at the end of third grade.

Overall, findings indicate that data on students, including both ob-
servational and direct assessments, are being collected by teachers
across PreK to third grade. These findings are consistent with reports
from Sun et al. (2016) regarding types of data collected by teachers.
However, interesting differences emerged regarding the data sources
that are collected and used across grades. PreK teachers reported
less use of standardized assessments and more use of work samples,
though over half of elementary teachers also reported use of work
samples/portfolios. A notable finding is that limited data are collected
from parents. When parent data are collected, they are more likely to
be collected from parents in PreK than first, second, and third grade.

In general, data are being used for a variety of purposes. Data are
predominantly used to inform instruction and determine if students
are ready to learn new skills consistently. These results are encourag-
ing and suggest the teachers in this study were using data formatively
to appropriately scaffold student instruction. Teachers, on average,
were least likely to use data for accountability purposes to report in-
formation to administrators. Teachers also reported low rates of data
use to inform curriculum changes and school development. This re-
sult is not surprising because curriculum decisions are not often made
by individual teachers, but instead are made at the building or district
level. Additionally, PreK teachers reported data were being used in-
ternally to inform their own instruction rather than for sharing with
colleagues or demonstrating progress to their school or district, which
was more likely to be reported by kindergarten to third grade teachers.
This may indicate a lack of alignment in data use practices between
PreK and elementary school, wherein PreK teachers may be provided
relatively less time with peers (e.g., professional learning communi-
ties) to discuss student data.
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In general, teachers agreed with statements indicating the avail-
ability of organizational supports for promoting their data use. How-
ever, PreK teachers reported less support for using data to guide in-
struction and for guiding program planning and reporting than early
elementary teachers. These findings are consistent with past research
that shows teachers receive little to no pre-service or in-service pro-
fessional development for data use (deMonsabert et al., 2022). Sup-
port for data use must be individualized to the unique needs of teach-
ers at each grade level and aligned to developmentally appropriate
grade level expectations and needs. Teacher data use is most effec-
tive when part of a system that provides training and support related
to methods for incorporating data into teacher practice (Grabarek &
Kallemeyn, 2020). Given the emphasis on data-based decision mak-
ing (Schildkamp et al., 2017) and increased attention to providing
multi-tiered systems of support, it is surprising that teachers do not
strongly endorse receiving data-use support. The method and types
of support for data use, if currently offered to teachers, need to be ex-
amined. Provision of organizational supports, including training and
professional development around data use as well as other resources/
tools to support data use, is a clear area of need.

Significant variation across grade levels was found in teacher re-
sponses. Although aligned data practices could be one avenue for sup-
porting optimal outcomes for all students, different learning standards
across PreK to third grade must be considered in planning for align-
ment and data sharing. Often PreK learning standards, though related,
are developed independently from content standards for kindergarten
through third grade (National Center on Early Childhood Quality As-
surance, 2016). Importantly, teachers reported that student data are
being collected from PreK to third grade, and the availability of data
suggests there is potential for data sharing across grade levels. Linked
data systems might be one method for the exchange of data between
grades. This study did not investigate methods for sharing data across
grades, but it is an area worthy of future exploration.

The current findings suggest there are opportunities to promote
consistency in use of developmentally appropriate data use practices
throughout the primary grades, defined as practices that are “ongo-
ing, strategic, reflective and purposeful” (NAEYC, 2020). The NAEYC
recommendations also call for family input, including using parents as
informants on child progress. Our findings showed that few teachers
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reported gathering data from parents across PreK to third grade, but
even fewer teachers reported it in the early elementary grades rela-
tive to their PreK counterparts.

Strengths, Limitations and Future Research Directions

This study has several strengths. Specifically, the study assessed per-
spectives of teachers working in rural and urban educational settings
to capture variability in practices and supports. Teachers worked in
schools with variations in student populations and distribution of dual
language learners. Schools in the study included a significant number
of students from low SES households. This study also included teach-
ers across the PreK through third grade continuum, which is a unique
perspective relative to the literature focusing on either PreK, or the
early grades, but not both. Finally, this study contributed a multi-com-
ponent perspective on data use through its focus on type of data col-
lected, multiple data use purposes, and needs for organizational sup-
port to promote data application and use.

As with most studies, limitations of this study also exist. Data were
collected in a single Midwestern state which limits generalizability of
findings. The study relied on self-reported data from teachers and the
measure has not been validated to observations of teacher practice
or record reviews. Future research should include a combination of
self-report and observational data to provide a more accurate picture
of teachers’ data use practices. Our measure was not directly aligned
with recommendations for developmentally appropriate data use prac-
tices nor did it explore all enablers and barriers related to data use
beyond organizational features such as characteristics of the teachers
(e.g., disposition and experience with data) or specific characteristics
of the data (e.g., accessibility and quality). Future research should in-
clude an expanded measure to explore these constructs. Future stud-
ies could also include parent perspectives on school data use and com-
munication about data collection. Additional methods should also be
incorporated; qualitative reports from teachers about their lived ex-
periences using data including their perceived value of different data
types and uses, feasibility of incorporating data use into their daily
practices, and supports needed to use data more regularly to inform
instruction, school development and promote accountability would be
helpful to inform data policies and practices.
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Conclusion and Implications

Findings from this study suggest that early childhood teachers are
collecting and using important sources of data to guide instruction,
ensure accountability and inform school development. Results also
indicate variation in use of data across the PreK to third grade con-
tinuum. These variations are important and reiterate that teachers
must collect the appropriate type of data to support variable grade-
level instruction and content standards, while simultaneously collect-
ing data for accountability and school development purposes. Future
work should identify data use practices across PreK to third grade,
determine points of overlap across the continuum, and pinpoint im-
portant points of distinction so that a seamless and complementary
system of data use practices can be implemented to support student
outcomes. To capture the unique and informed perceptions of parents,
methods for including the perspectives of families in data-based de-
cision making also must be specified. Support and training of educa-
tional staff in effective data use is essential.
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