Building Roads for Students’ Success
Reflection Sheet:
The Nature of Evidence
The purpose of the School Effectiveness Framework (SEF) is to guide schools in building capacity in promoting and
improving student achievement. Academic achievement is a critical goal of Ontario education. One challenge issued by Building
Roads for Students’ Success is to operationalize what the SEF means when referring to “school success.” It is certain that the
definitions of success and their efforts to achieve it will vary across schools. In fact, one role for the SEF may be to help schools
define the dimensions of success that are valued (e.g., academic achievement) and the indicators that can be used as evidence
of this (e.g., equity of student outcomes). With system-wide and context appropriate targets in place schools can proceed to
describe processes used to promote success as well as to generate evidence about actual outcomes.
Generating evidence about the connections between district, school and classroom processes and desired outcomes can
help schools decide how to shape improvement plans. Aggregated it can also provide system level information about the
appropriateness of assumptions underpinning the SEF. Whether the focus is on having schools track the value of the
improvement efforts or on validating the elements of the SEF, educators at all levels must be comfortable in collecting and
working with a variety of evidence.
This is especially important given that a foundational principle of the revised K-12 SEF is Evidence-Based Direction. This
acknowledges that a feature of being an educator is continuously making decisions about complex problems. These decisions
gain credibility if they are grounded in the correct kind and amount of evidence and if steps have been taken to use the evidence
effectively.
The Right Kind of Evidence: Evidence needs tie directly to the nature of the question(s) spurring the inquiry. Each form of
evidence has its strengths and limitations.
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and how many people to include in the inquiry is critical to accurately represent the groups and
relationships of interest. These are issues of sampling and power. Another concern when using
previously collected data is the availability and comparability of data sets—a major concern for those involved in Building Roads
for Student Success. Answering questions at a district or provincial level requires data aggregation from many sources. Planning
information collection and recording must precede inquiry. As a rule, more complex questions demand more careful assessment
of design in order to produce the quality of evidence needed to answer research questions. The researchers in this study used
hierarchical linear modelling (HLM) because it can identify the unique contributions of factors on achievement.
Within schools there is strong interest in the processes of program/curriculum implementation, student & professional
learning, school improvement and community involvement. The effectiveness of these depends on the orientations and decisionmaking of individuals and work groups. Deliberation about the merits of these processes not impossible without understanding the
resources, values, relationships and contextual factors that contribute to them. Understandings that emerge reveal how these
processes may be shaped in order to arrive at more powerful, desirable or transferable results. Evidence of district, school or
classroom processes typically comes from records of meetings, focus group/individual interviews, reflective journals, participant
observations, field notes, work group projects and open-ended surveys. Evidence comes from close analysis of embedded
themes and patterns of text, designed or arts-based products (qualitative data).
When the question requires in-depth understanding, an option for inquiry is the case-study. These can serve many
purposes but tend to focus on understanding the complexity of lived experiences. Case studies are labour and resource intensive
but generate multiple forms of evidence that require careful analysis and interpretation across data sources. One can be as small
as an individual or as complex as an organization. The evidence they produce is essential to build theories of how individual or
collective efforts are determined, sustained (or not) and shaped by situational complexity. Multiple case studies on the same
phenomena are advocated as a means of theory testing. Triangulated findings from multiple cases have potential to reveal causal
relationships for testing by more quasi-experimental methods.
The Appropriate Amount of Evidence: A common pitfall in the analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data is to equate
what is reported with what is actually valued or occurring. This is a particular problem for self-report surveys and interview data.
Thus it is important to collect multiple forms of evidence about the phenomena of interest. A convergence of evidence
(triangulation) substantiates accuracy and significance of findings which then help audiences to be more open to and confident in
findings and recommendations.
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Questions triggering educational inquiry are usually complex. Consider: How are students experiencing prejudice or stereotyping
and what interventions are appropriate for diminishing this? To answer this requires a variety of evidence. Students that use
quantitative and qualitative evidence use multiple or mixed method designs. In this example survey data from students and
observational evidence from teacher, administrators & parents can offer information about how stakeholders report the presence,
variety & scope of prejudice and stereotyping. Surveys could collect evidence on awareness and perceived effectiveness of
initiative to curb these behaviours and focus groups, individual interviews or case studies can help understand the lived
experience of prejudice and stereotyping. Such evidence would assist researchers to understand what motivates these
behaviours and variations in initiatives to limit them. This full range of evidence is necessary for discussions about whether a
school or system is satisfied with the findings and if not, what improvement strategies make the most sense.
Using Evidence Effectively: Since evidence does not speak for itself notions of data-driven decision-making have had to give
way to the more accurate evidence-informed decision-making process. All aspects of inquiry are informed by value stances
about what is worth knowing and doing. In the presence of copious or conflicting data people make judgements and decisions
based upon the interaction of assumptions, values and the quality of available evidence. Those responsible for inquiry must be
certain that the values guiding decision making throughout the research process are transparent to those directly affected.
Additionally, researchers should forecast how evidence and findings will be used by others in order to be proactive in
helping stakeholders understand the logic and the rationale for methods used in the study. Even quality evidence may be
rejected if it runs counter to widely held beliefs. To avoid this preparations must be made to support its introduction and use.
Finally, researchers need to consider whether the evidence they are gathering or presenting has potential for harmful
consequences for any stakeholder. While ethical reviews are common in advance of research, evidence generated by research
can have significant consequences if not managed well.
In summary, skill and accuracy in data collection, analysis and reporting is necessary but not sufficient in educational
research. The use of evidence must also be ethical, planned and transparent.
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