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I. INTRODUCTION 

Los Angeles Universal Preschool (LAUP), an entity funded by First 5 LA, is a nonprofit 
organization whose mission is to provide access to high quality preschool education to the children 
of Los Angeles County. As part of its mission, LAUP focuses on improving the preschool programs 
that are part of its network:  

“We believe all children deserve the best start in life, and a quality preschool education 
provides them with a solid foundation for success. While access and affordability are core 
commitments of LAUP, our dedication to improving the overall quality of preschool 
is what gives the LAUP model national potential.” [Emphasis added]1 

The focus on improving quality speaks to a central issue in service provision of any type: 
continuous program improvement (CPI, also referred to as continuous quality improvement [CQI]). 
While the issue has been under-researched in the early childhood field, research from other sectors 
such as K-12 education, health care, and organizational psychology shows that several factors must 
be in place to improve quality at the point of service provision—in LAUP’s case, in the classrooms 
that serve Los Angeles–area children. Of particular relevance, CPI requires a culture and climate in 
which decision making and changes directed at enhancing quality are “data-driven” and based on 
evidence of effectiveness (Aarons et al. 2011; Ammerman et al. 2007; Bambrick-Santoyo 2010; 
Spillane 2012). Leadership, organizational culture, and teamwork have been identified as central to 
the successful implementation of CPI (Sollecito and Johnson 2012).  

A. Research Aims 

As part of Phase 6 of the Universal Preschool Child Outcomes Study (UPCOS-6, 2012–2013 
program year), Mathematica Policy Research (Mathematica) sought to document aspects of the data-
use process and culture for data use in LAUP and the preschool programs that LAUP supports 
through program funding and professional development opportunities, such as ongoing coaching 
and training. Overall, the information is intended for use by both First 5 LA and LAUP as they 
consider approaches for continually improving the services provided to the children and families of 
Los Angeles County. Through executive interviews with LAUP staff, we addressed the systems, 
supports, and culture for data use. Through focus groups with LAUP teachers, we addressed what 
and how data inform instructional decisions. The research questions included the following:  

• What data are available on LAUP programs, and how does LAUP use the data to 
monitor and support its staff and providers and to make programming decisions? 

• What are the strengths and shortcomings of the data available to LAUP? 

• What systems are in place to support data use in LAUP? 

• What is LAUP’s vision for data use? 

• What data do classroom teachers use to inform their practice, and how do they use the 
data? 

                                                           
1 Excerpt from LAUP mission statement. The complete LAUP mission is available at 

[http://laup.net/ourmission.aspx]. 
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• What challenges do teachers face in using data to inform practice, and what types of 
supports would be useful to them? 

It is important to note that while data-driven decision-making has been embraced by 
policymakers and in multiple sectors as a critical element of CPI, research on how such decision 
making unfolds in practice—the steps involved, how to make it successful, how to avoid 
problematic decision making—is still in its early stages (for a discussion of this issue in the education 
sector, see Coburn and Turner 2012; Spillane 2012). It is important to keep in mind the current state 
of data-driven decision making when considering the implications of the findings presented in this 
report and when designing strategies to support data-driven decision making aimed at improving 
quality and outcomes in LAUP and its preschools.  

In interviews and focus groups, we also addressed how data from earlier phases of UPCOS 
have informed practice. Since its first phase (2007–2008 program year), UPCOS has collected 
information on topics such as child outcomes, classroom quality, teacher practices, family 
engagement, and coaching. Respondents reflected on whether and how they have used UPCOS data 
over time and on how to maximize the data’s usefulness in the years ahead.   

B. Study Methods 

Sample. To address questions on data use and culture in LAUP, we conducted eight executive 
interviews with a total of 12 LAUP staff members. We purposively selected individuals who are 
members of LAUP’s management and program support teams. To address how teachers use data to 
inform classroom practice, we invited teachers to participate in focus groups. Of the 41 teachers 
invited to participate, 21 did so. In Table I.1, we provide additional detail on both samples. 

Table I.1. Method and Sample for Study of Data Use in Decisions in LAUP and Its Programs 

Method Sample Size Description 

Executive interviews with 
LAUP staff 

8 interviews  
12 participants (4 interviews 
with single participants, 4 with 
paired participants)   

Sample was purposively selected.  
All invitees participated in the interviews. 

Sample included members of LAUP management and 
program support teams with responsibilities that 
included the collection and/or use of data on LAUP 
programs, decision making based on those data, and/or 
communicating with internal and external stakeholders 
regarding the data.   

Focus groups with 
teachers in LAUP-funded 
programsa 

4 focus groups 
21 participants (5 to 6 
participants in each group) 

Invited teachers came from a representative sample of 
programs/classrooms participating in the UPCOS-6 
study of child progress.b   
Forty-one teachers were invited to participate. 
Participants came from family child care (FCC) 
programs (7) and centers (14);  
Focus group sites were distributed across Los Angeles 
County. 
Teachers received a $40 gift card for participating. 

a In addition to inquiring about data use, teacher focus groups asked extensive questions about practices related to 
the promotion of physical activity and nutrition among children. See Aikens et al. 2013 for findings on this topic. 
b For information on the UPCOS-6 study of child progress, see Atkins-Burnett et al. 2013. 
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Analysis. The analysis focused on examining the themes that emerged in relation to each 
research question and on identifying examples of practice relevant to each question. It is useful to 
note that, although the interview and focus group protocols were semi-structured,  conversations 
sometimes took divergent paths depending on what respondents told us. Thus, not every study 
participant responded to the same set of questions. Further, in conversations that included more 
than one respondent (two-person interviews, focus groups), some respondents might have opted 
not to answer a particular question. As a consequence, we typically cannot provide precise counts of 
teachers who endorsed a given theme. To convey the prevalence of themes and approaches to data 
use where specific counts were not possible, we use the following terminology:  

• “Most” refers to half or more of the respondents. 

• “Many” denotes that we heard something from a third or more of respondents, but not 
necessarily from most or all.  

• “Several” refers to groups of four or five respondents. 

• “Few” refers to two or three respondents.  

Maintaining confidentiality of study data. Mathematica policies, procedures and technical 
safeguards are designed to protect confidential information and data from unauthorized disclosure, 
use, or alteration and are consistent with federal standards. All staff members are required to comply 
with the Mathematica Confidentiality Pledge, and complete security awareness training, as well as 
training on the use of specific security measures.  

Participants were assured all information they provided would be kept confidential. Teachers 
who participated in focus groups were reminded of the loss of confidentiality associated with 
sharing information in a group with other teachers and they were instructed to keep all comments 
made during the focus group confidential. Focus group and interview participants were informed 
they would not be identified by name in any study reports but that direct quotes would be used to 
illustrate findings. 

Report roadmap. In the rest of this report, we answer the research questions. In Chapter II, 
we use data from the executive interviews to address the process and culture of data use in LAUP. 
In Chapter III, we discuss teacher perspectives shared during focus groups on data use in classroom 
practice. Drawing on data from both the executive interviews and teacher focus groups, we focus, in 
Chapter IV, on how UPCOS data have informed decisions of LAUP and its teachers. Each chapter 
begins with a presentation of key findings and implications.  
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II. THE PROCESS AND CULTURE OF DATA USE IN LAUP 

Key Findings and Implications 

LAUP’s several sources of data have a growing influence on organizational decisions and policies. 

Data inform internal decisions and communications as well as external communications.  

LAUP has put in place supports for data use and is committed to improving data systems and enhancing 
staff capacity for working with data. 

A few staff do not perceive an organizational vision for data use, but all reported the use of data in their 
departments. 

Not all coaches and field staff see the value of data for informing practice. 

Challenges exist at all stages of the data-use process, with lack of time a constant theme across the 
stages of data use.  

Key implications for LAUP. Help all staff see LAUP’s vision for data use. Support field staff in 
understanding the value of data and in developing the skills needed to apply the lessons of the data to 
their work. Continue strengthening data systems to facilitate continued improvement in the processes that 
support data-driven decisions.   

Key implications for LAUP’s programs. To the extent that LAUP wants to assign a high priority to helping 
teachers and leaders use data in LAUP-supported programs (for example, ongoing progress 
monitoring/child assessment information), coaches and field staff need assistance in (1) communicating 
the value of data-driven practice to programs, (2) developing their own skills for helping teachers analyze 
and apply data to practice, and (3) finding time to understand the data and apply data-based decision 
making to the coaching/support process.  

 

A. LAUP’s Structure 

LAUP’s approach to data use has potential implications for LAUP’s own functioning as well as 
for the programs in its network. In this section, we provide a brief overview of how LAUP is 
structured to identify the mechanisms by which LAUP’s approach to data use (culture for data use, 
implementation of data use) could influence practice in LAUP-supported programs.  

To achieve its mission of preparing children for school in high quality programs, LAUP funds 
slots in preschool programs in both center-based and family child care settings (FCC) across Los 
Angeles County. Recipients may be entirely LAUP-funded, or they may be part of existing 
programs. LAUP programs operate under several auspices. In 2012–2013, 29 percent of LAUP 
providers were FCCs, 31 percent were public centers, 29 percent were private nonprofit centers, and 
12 percent were private for-profits centers. As compared to FCCs, center-based programs are more 
likely to receive additional support through the administrative structures of their own programs (for 
example, other professional development opportunities, existing systems for tracking data on 
children and families, resources for classroom planning). 

LAUP provides quality support coaching and other supports for teachers and other staff in the 
programs that it funds. Providers are expected to follow LAUP’s operating guidelines, and they are 
evaluated through LAUP’s 5-Star Quality Rating and Improvement System. To maintain a position 
in the network (and to receive direct funding from LAUP), programs must achieve a three-star 
rating but may achieve up to a five-star rating. Thus, LAUP both provides professional development 
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opportunities and sets standards with which network programs must comply; both are opportunities 
to convey to programs LAUP priorities and practice regarding data use. 

B. Sources and Uses of Data in LAUP Programs 

We began the executive interviews by asking respondents to tell us about the types and sources 
of data available to them and how the data inform their work. Even though questions focused 
primarily on data on LAUP programs and families, we spent some time addressing how data inform 
the operations of LAUP as an organization. The list of data sources is not necessarily exhaustive, but 
it includes the sources that interview participants perceived as central to their primary duties.  

Data on LAUP children and families, programs, the network as a whole, and internal 
departments are available to inform decision making and planning and are drawn from a 
variety of sources. In Table II.1, we list the key data and their sources. To inform planning and 
decision making for the network of programs, LAUP draws on data on individual children and 
families, individual programs, and perspectives of and information about segments of its network. 
To help determine the potential demand for its services, LAUP also draws on information on Los 
Angeles County’s child population. To inform evaluations of LAUP’s internal performance, LAUP 
departments are developing narratives to assess progress toward department-specific goals.  

Providers submit data to LAUP on children and families, although parents are the ultimate 
source for much of the data. LAUP’s own coaches and other field staff (who collect the data 
through regular interactions with providers), providers and a third party contracted to perform 
observations of classroom quality all report data on individual programs and teachers. For network 
perspectives, LAUP conducts its own surveys and focus groups with teachers and parents, receives 
data from Mathematica through the UPCOS study and generates and monitors its own data (such as 
financial data). 

Table II.1. Data Available to LAUP for Planning and Decisions  

Data Source/Reporter 

Children and Families 
 

Pre-enrollment forms  Parents (through providers)  
Child enrollment forms  Parents (through providers)  
Child assessment data Providers  

Individual Programs and Teachers  
Goals/other information reported in LAUP Enterprise 
Operations (LEO) database  

LAUP coaches/staff  

Quality observations conducted for Star rating  Third party  
Attendance and enrollment reported in the Efforts to 
Outcomes (ETO) system  

Providers  

Fiscal reporting (quarterly reports)  Providers  

LAUP/Network Perspectives   
LAUP-administered surveys, focus groups  Teachers, parents  
UPCOS  Mathematica (funded by First 5 LA) 
Financial data  LAUP  

Los Angeles County Child Population  Los Angeles County Office of Child Care, Office of 
Education  

Department-Specific Performance   
Narratives to assess progress toward goals  LAUP departments  
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In Table II.1, we also identify two of the core data systems on which LAUP relies: the LAUP 
Enterprise Operations Database (LEO) and the Efforts to Outcomes (ETO) system. LAUP’s field 
staff (for example, quality support coaches, starting points coaches, parent engagement specialists) 
use LEO to track information relevant to their interactions with programs (for example, coaching 
records and quality improvement plans developed through the quality support coaching process). 
Field staff, supervisors and other LAUP staff access LEO to guide their work with programs and 
evaluate whether programs and LAUP’s field staff are meeting expectations. ETO is a software 
package that the LAUP network has been using since 2009; it supports performance management 
and collaboration. Through ETO, providers report to LAUP on topics such as enrollment, 
attendance and child assessment results. 

LAUP uses data for internal decisions and communication as well as for external 
communication. In Figure II.1, we illustrate how data use falls into two broad categories. Under 
each category, LAUP uses data in several activities. Internal data-driven work includes planning 
support and professional development for LAUP staff and providers, monitoring progress and 
quality improvement efforts within LAUP and among its providers, and informing funding decisions 
(for providers) and accountability (for providers and internal staff). For external work, data are 
essential for helping (potential) stakeholders understand LAUP’s goals and work. Data about what 
LAUP does and the outcomes of children in its programs are used to strengthen the public’s 
understanding of preschool—in other words, to garner public support for both LAUP and 
preschool in general. Data on LAUP also find application in marketing efforts aimed at capturing 
the interest of both families and providers in joining the network. Finally, data are critical for 
maintaining LAUP’s current funding (data are used for holding LAUP accountable) and for 
developing new sources of funding.  

Figure II.1. How LAUP Data Are Used: Decisions and Communication 
 

 

Internal Decisions and 
Communication  

Support and 
professional 

development for 
LAUP staff and 

providers 

Monitoring 
progress/quality 
improvement of 
providers within 

LAUP 

Funding 
Accountability for 
LAUP staff and 

providers  

External Communication 

Public relations 

Marketing 
Enrolling families 

Enrolling programs 

Funding 
Accountability for 

LAUP 
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The same data are often used for multiple purposes—to communicate internally and 
externally, to inform program improvement efforts, and/or for accountability. For example, 
LAUP has used data from UPCOS to communicate with external audiences (LAUP’s 2011–2012 
annual report made reference to UPCOS data), to ensure accountability (to determine whether 
LAUP meets performance targets specified in its contract with First 5 LA), and to guide decisions by 
LAUP program support and operations staff about the types of support needed by providers and 
coaches. Program data entered into LEO help support and monitor programs’ quality improvement 
efforts and hold coaching staff accountable for fulfilling their responsibilities in the quality 
improvement process.   

As part of LAUP’s 5-Star Quality Rating System, LAUP conducts observations of classroom 
quality (as noted in Table II.1, a third party conducts the observations). Respondents described how 
the resultant data are used:  

• Provider support. “We [use] CLASS2 and ECERS3 results to set goals and build 
strengths.”  

• Coach support. “Teacher-child interaction goals [based on CLASS]—these led to more 
in-depth training for the coaches.”  

• Provider accountability. “The quality assessment department administers the CLASS 
and ECERS and also tracks teacher qualifications. Those are important sources of data 
that are used to assign Star ratings.” 

• Monitoring quality improvement. “For Star ratings, we look to see the trend; whether or 
not the assessments are having an impact in the overall network. As [Star ratings] come 
in we start looking at it [sic] and are able to look at trends quarterly or annually.” 

Another respondent expressed the desire to use data related to Star ratings for a fifth purpose: 
marketing. “It gets people excited about our preschools. . . . I would love to have the Star rating 
come up when someone searches for a preschool, just like a restaurant. It would help with 
marketing.” 

From the perspective of both LAUP staff and providers, it is valuable that the same data can be 
used for multiple purposes, as collecting and analyzing any data require dedicated time. To the 
extent that the data are in fact appropriate for multiple purposes, this approach reduces burden on 
staff who likely have limited time available.  

Respondents typically felt that data were adequate for their planning and 
communication needs, although a few respondents identified data shortfalls. Respondents in 
three of the eight interviews noted that longitudinal outcomes data would be valuable, primarily for 
external communication. As one respondent stated, “If we had it, the data that shows [sic] how kids 
do in kindergarten, that would be the pot of gold at the end of the rainbow.” Another said, “The 
kids that started LAUP six or seven years ago—where are they now and how have they benefited 

                                                           
2 CLASS refers to the Classroom Assessment Scoring System, one of the quality observation tools implemented as 

part of the Star rating.  
3 ECERS refers to the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scales, another quality observation tool implemented 

as part of the Star rating. 
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from preschool? This is probably the number one question I get. . . .  Why should we continue to 
support you? That’s what donors and supporters ask for.” 

Respondents offered a few suggestions for enhancing data adequacy: 

• Through the UPCOS study, more information on practices with dual language learners 
(DLLs)4 

• Better data on Los Angeles County’s child population to help LAUP’s planning 

•  More data from parents, including how parents discover LAUP and enter the network 

C. Strengths, Supports, and Challenges for Data Use 

In addition to describing what and how data are used to inform decision making and planning, 
respondents told us about the strengths of the data and data-use process, the available supports, and 
the challenges associated with data use. Overall, staff reported that data are typically adequate for 
guiding the decisions they need to make and for communication; they also noted the availability of 
supports for data use. However, respondents discussed how data systems can be challenging to use 
and they are not accessible to all staff who might need to use them. Additionally, some respondents 
opined that not all staff see the value of the data, perhaps reflecting insufficient exposure to data 
and/or support for using it. Some additional data would be valuable, particularly for external 
communication.  

The primary strengths of LAUP’s data-use process lie in (1) the breadth of the program 
data available to inform decisions and planning and (2) the protocols established to support 
data use. Respondents’ reports of the strengths of the data-use process fell into two broad 
categories: (1) what data are available and (2) how data are put to use. In the first case, respondents 
described the program information available in LEO as extensive (“a provider’s portfolio”). Even 
though respondents did not directly comment on the substance of the data entered through ETO, 
they appreciated the data’s rapid availability. LAUP also takes steps to improve data quality. 
Supports are available for providers entering data in ETO and coaches receive training on what data 
they need to collect and how to enter it into LEO. Additionally, a validation process is in place for 
some data.  

Regarding how data are put to use, respondents appreciated the protocols that support 
accessing and understanding data. Not all staff are able to access data directly, but a protocol is in 
place for making data requests, and LAUP’s research department is responsive to requests. Some 
reports are available regularly on the LAUP Intranet, and regular retreats and meetings involve data 
sharing. One respondent described the approach for data sharing and how it helps internal 
communication: 

“We collect enrollment forms. . . .  We have enough data, but we don’t always have time to 
access it. I think we’re making progress on that front. We have regional meetings now. It 
makes it easier to access info and address challenges regarding accessing data. We’re now 
able to meet once a month and build understanding of what other departments do and 
what data they are working with. That helps with internal communications.”   

                                                           
4 The California Department of Education (CDE) refers to DLLs as English learners. 
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Challenges to operating as a data-driven organization exist at all stages of the data-use 
process, from data collection and entry to the use of data to inform decisions and evaluate 
progress. Respondents identified a variety of challenges to data use, some of which relate to the 
implementation of a particular step in the data-use process (and who implements it) and others to 
the data systems that are in place:  

• Advance planning for data needs. Respondents indicated that challenges arise when 
there is insufficient planning for data needs—for example, failing to systematically 
identify before an initiative begins what data are needed to monitor the initiative.  “It 
always seems to be at the end or middle of a program that we need to collect this or that 
type of information. If there was a wish list there would be a more solidified data plan 
coming out of our program so we know we are collecting the right things upfront.”  

• Technology concerns and timeliness. Despite the availability of support for data entry, 
several respondents were concerned about staff capacity to deal with the technology 
(computers) for data entry and/or the accuracy of data from both LAUP field staff and 
providers. For example, “Some coaches are better than others about the level of detail. . 
. .  [Some] don’t include the right kind of information.” On the issue of providers using 
ETO to report to LAUP, we heard, “We know that our providers don’t all have the 
technical skills, so I’m concerned about the accuracy of the data. We have had to do a 
lot of hand-holding and TA [technical assistance].”  

Timeliness was also an issue. For example, field staff do not always enter data quickly. 
For field staff involved in efforts to support teachers, the lag between quality reviews 
and access to results is a problem.  

• Data access. Several respondents described challenges they encountered in accessing 
data from LEO, which is central to the quality improvement efforts noted in LAUP’s 
mission. The process was termed “laborious,” and the data are not accessible to staff 
who work directly with programs or supervisors. “[For] LEO, we’re reliant on other 
people to pull the data for us.” Respondents were also concerned about how much time 
data access can take, stating that “doing a thorough scrub of the (LEO) data is very time 
consuming.” Similarly, “We have enough data, but we don’t always have time to access 
it.”  

Access to data is also an issue for the teaching staff. Field staff use data in classroom 
teachers’ professional development sessions, but teachers do not necessarily have a 
chance to review the data before the one-on-one sessions. “Sometimes teachers are not 
provided with their ECERS results, so it’s challenging to dig into where they need to go, 
because they don’t have that info. Some agencies don’t share that data.”  

• Integration of several sources of data for review and analysis. Data systems are 
disjointed—the databases holding quality review results, ETO, and LEO are not linked 
and are maintained by different departments. A few respondents noted difficulties in 
looking across data sources to inform program support activities and that it is difficult 
to develop a clear picture of provider, parent and child needs. 

• Review and analysis of data and planning follow-up. The primary issue associated with 
the data review process was time, as mentioned by a few respondents. For example, it 
takes time to achieve consensus on how the data suggest a way forward. Follow-up can 
also be a challenge due in part to the issue of sufficient time: 
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“We do a good job with taking information and using it to answer and provide 
what we do—now how do we measure that? We took our findings and 
discussed, developed trainings, met with staff, and implemented those strategies. 
We say, ‘Here’s the data—now what’s the follow up?’ How do we follow up on 
areas of concern? I think we use it in that way but it sometimes doesn’t happen 
in the way we want it to happen because of time constraints.” 

Lack of time was an issue that cut across steps in the data use-process as identified by several 
respondents. In other words, it is time consuming to enter data, access and review data, and plan 
how to follow-up on what is learned from the data. 

In addition to the challenges related to the steps in the data review process, respondents  
identified three overarching challenges: attitudes toward the value of data, the importance of making 
data meaningful, and the skill needed in using data to inform practice. Regarding attitudes toward 
data, there was a desire to help all staff better understand its value. “[Coaches] and field staff need 
opportunities to become more comfortable with the value of the data. It’s not just numbers—it 
actually means something… there’s a disconnect and a resentment there. . . .  If we could create 
opportunities for them to see the value in it, that would be good.” This may be related to the 
timeliness issue; coaches may not understand the importance of entering data quickly so that it can 
be used, for example, to guide trainings.  

A closely related issue is the importance of making data meaningful. A few respondents raised 
the issue in the context of communication—how to make data meaningful for external stakeholders. 
Internally, the importance of making data meaningful was raised in the context of developing an 
approach for sharing results from observations of classroom quality that is meaningful and 
comprehensible to providers.   

Finally, a few respondents talked about the skills needed for using data to inform practice, 
typically with respect to providers. There was a concern raised regarding whether providers were 
able to analyze child outcomes data accurately to guide instructional practice:  

“People who analyze the data don’t necessarily have a strong background in child 
development. There are different ways to teach the skills that are evaluated. Rapid letter 
naming, for example. We want the learning to be meaningful to the children. We’re 
starting to collect DRDP.5 That’s new information. We want the teachers to use that 
information to drive and individualize their instruction. So teachers are sharing this 
assessment data with coaches.” 

Respondents also voiced concern about coaches’ skills in entering the appropriate information 
into LEO. 

Efforts are underway to implement improvements that will support LAUP’s data-use 
process. LAUP’s current quality improvement efforts will help address some though not all of the 
data use challenges identified by respondents. First, LAUP is planning improvements to LEO, 
which is its core data system. LEO is undergoing redesign into a more flexible system, with the 
ultimate goal of improving LAUP’s capacity to examine provider, parent, and child needs. One 
respondent noted that information on users’ experiences with LEO and ETO would be helpful. 

                                                           
5 DRDP refers to the Desired Results Developmental Profile, an observation-based child assessment tool.  



II. The Process and Culture of Data Use in LAUP  Mathematica Policy Research 

 11  

Second, LAUP’s research department has developed a training module in how to use data to inform 
practice and priorities. One respondent noted that support for data use is “becoming more 
systematic” through the research department. Coaches have already received some training in the 
data to be entered into LEO. Third, a strategy committee is considering how to improve data 
delivery systems.  

LAUP also has launched initiatives to support providers’ facility with data. It plans to provide 
technical assistance in the upcoming fiscal year to help providers build self-sufficiency with data. In 
addition, LAUP is beginning to work with providers on their child assessment data. As previously 
noted, LAUP is starting to collect DRDP results from teachers. Finally, the quality review 
department is developing an approach to making results understandable to teachers.  

D. The Vision for Data Use in LAUP 

As previously described,  climate and culture are important for promoting data-driven practice 
for CPI. For example, Datnow et al. (2007) identified norms and expectations for data use 
established by school system leaders as characteristic of four school systems identified as data-
driven. In a study of data-driven decision making in different educational contexts, Marsh et al. 
(2006) identified administrator commitment as one factor influencing its use. Organizational 
research has also shown the importance of a shared vision for productivity (Tsai and Ghoshal 
1998).Thus, we asked respondents to tell us whether LAUP has a specific vision or message about 
how to use data in planning and decision making. Among the 12 respondents, 6 reported that LAUP 
has a vision, 2 said that LAUP does not have a vision, one was not certain, and 3 did not respond 
(all 3 were part of paired interviews and may have felt that the other interviewees had adequately 
answered; nonetheless, we do not assume they would have responded in the same way).  

Among those stating that LAUP has a vision, one respondent emphasized that LAUP staff 
receive a consistent message. “There is a general consensus among management that we 
communicate to our staff that it is really important. It is a consistent message across staff, across 
different levels and different departments.” 

Two respondents (one of whom made the previous statement on the consistent message to 
staff) reported that the vision relates to data use to guide planning and program support: 

• “There is a real importance placed on the data we collect and the integrity of the data 
because the intention is to use that to plan and also improve the services to the 
providers. Yes it’s very important.” 

• “Data has an important role to inform what is to be done and what is the next step. It’s 
been clear that data is [sic] very significant and. . .shows [sic] not only the work we do 
but the decisions that have been made.”  

Three respondents noted that the vision for data use derives, in part, from LAUP’s need to 
communicate with external stakeholders and maintain financial support. One respondent stated, “A 
lot of times we call data our currency. . . .  Being government funded there is a significant amount of 
reporting out.” 

The two respondents who did not perceive an LAUP-wide vision of data use still believed that 
their departments valued data. One said, “There aren’t consistent messages about data use agency-
wide. It’s a matter of the priority placed on it within each department.” The other responded, “No. I 
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think we didn’t have the infrastructure previously. I think now that the infrastructure is in place, 
coming up with a clear vision is what they’re working on now. I don’t think we’ve really been getting 
the message from higher up that this is important—why data are important.” 

E. Key Findings and Implications 

We spoke with members of LAUP’s management and program support teams to learn about 
LAUP’s data-use process—what is available, how and for what reasons it happens, and challenges 
and supports. Two elements are important for ensuring the use of data to inform practice: (1) 
systems that support data use and (2) a culture or climate that values data use in improving programs 
(Marsh et al. 2006; Sollecito and Johnson 2012; Strategic Data Project 2012). Respondents told us 
that LAUP’s several sources of data have a growing influence on decisions and policies. 
Respondents typically felt that systems and supports were in place to help them use the data. Even 
though they noted system inadequacies that impede efficient data use, LAUP is focused on 
improving those systems and enhancing staff capacity to work with data. Most staff value data and 
perceived a vision for LAUP’s use of data. However, a few staff do not perceive a vision for data 
use, and respondents indicated that not all coaches and field staff—the staff who work directly with 
programs and teachers on an ongoing basis—see the value of data in their work. 

For LAUP as an organization, a focused effort on improving data systems will help overcome 
many of the challenges associated with the data use process, particularly factors such as disjointed 
data systems and barriers to data access. To the extent that LAUP wants to emphasize data use in its 
messages to staff and as part of its culture, all LAUP staff need to understand LAUP’s vision for 
data use. Coaches and other field staff also need support in understanding the role that data can play 
in their work and in developing skills needed for applying data-related lessons to programs.   

LAUP can also consider whether it’s a priority to emphasize data use with programs and 
teachers—whether it will help achieve the mission of improving the overall quality of preschool. If 
so, LAUP can develop clear messages for programs about how data are to be used as an element of 
program guidelines and also as a piece of the coaching process. Coaches could be particularly 
valuable in bringing LAUP’s vision for data use to programs and in helping providers understand 
the data use process. Such an approach would require further support for skill development among 
coaches in (1) communicating the value of data-driven practice to programs, (2) developing coaches’ 
skills to help teachers interpret and apply their understanding of the data to classroom practice, and 
(3) finding time to dedicate to examining data and using it in the coaching/support process.  
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III. TEACHER PERSPECTIVES ON DATA USE IN PRACTICE 

Key Findings and Implications 

Teachers use a range of information and sources for their planning: curriculum packages and the 
Internet; resources made available by specialists and other teachers; resources made available by LAUP 
coaches and training and workshops; information collected directly from parents and students; and data 
collected directly by teachers using assessment tools. 

Teachers discussed using data and research-based resources to explore new ideas, help select themes 
for lessons, individualize instruction, form small groups, and set and adjust goals.  

The main challenges teachers face in using data and research to inform their practice include lack of 
knowledge on how to access and use research and constraints such as limited time and large class size. 

Teachers want additional support for interpreting research and applying it to their practice. 

Key implications for LAUP. Teachers need additional support in understanding research and accessing 
and interpreting child data. A systemic approach to linking research to practice could be pursued through 
both coaching and teacher training. 

Key implications for LAUP’s programs. Directors and teachers can continue to work together and provide 
mutual support for reviewing and interpreting child assessment data. Integrating data-driven decision 
making into daily and weekly practice is challenging; most teachers need support to do so. 

 

Even though LAUP staff and coaches provide structured support for improving the quality of 
preschool programs, responsibility rests with programs and teachers to make decisions about 
delivering instruction, working with parents and families, and making the classroom environment 
conducive to learning. In part, teachers can work to realize LAUP’s mission of improving preschool 
quality by using research-based practices and data to drive decisions about what and how to teach. 
They can improve their teaching through an iterative process of adjusting inputs in a way that 
responds to children’s needs, as measured by using data from assessment tools and ongoing 
monitoring.  

In this chapter, we discuss whether and how LAUP teachers reported using research-based 
practices and child assessment data to help make instructional decisions. We focus on the sources 
they used, how they used the sources, the challenges they encountered, and the types of support that 
facilitate data-driven decision making. Such information can inform LAUP as it considers the extent 
to which it should assign a high priority to helping leaders and teachers use data in LAUP-supported 
programs to inform practice, particularly progress monitoring. 

A. Teachers’ Key Data Sources and How the Data Are Used 

In focus groups, we asked classroom teachers to share information on their data-use practices, 
beginning with broad questions about general information sources for planning. The questions 
became more specific as the conversation addressed various sources of data and how teachers use 
teacher-generated data on child outcomes, demographic or family data, and research data, including 
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UPCOS findings.6 The questions also asked teachers for their thoughts on the challenges associated 
with using data or research and the types of supports that would help them with data use. 

Teachers reported that they draw on a range of resources that fall into one of two 
categories: (1) sources for instructional content and practices and (2) data on children and 
families to inform instruction. Specific sources include curriculum packages; the Internet; student 
portfolios; formal and informal assessments; information collected directly from children and 
families; strategies and resources provided by coaches, specialists, and other teachers; and 
information from training sessions and workshops. Most respondents were not aware of UPCOS 
findings. 

Teachers discussed using research-based and other resources to explore new ideas, help 
select themes for lessons, individualize instruction, form small groups, and set and adjust 
goals. Some teachers access and review some resources on an ongoing basis; others use resources, 
such as ideas from the Internet and the children themselves, as a starting point. 

Lesson plans and ideas from curricula and the Internet are directly implemented. When asked to report on 
the types of information, research, and data they use for planning, most respondents first mentioned 
resources such as curriculum packages and the Internet that give them ideas about themes and 
content to cover in their lessons; about one-third of focus group participants mentioned Creative 
Curriculum, High Scope, or Houghton Mifflin. A few respondents noted that they combine various 
components of different curricula. A few teachers commented that the curriculum package and 
strategies they commonly use, such as High Scope and Specially Designed Academic Instruction in 
English (SDAIE, a strategy for teaching  English learners), are research-based.  

About one-third of teachers mentioned that they use the Internet as a source of ideas and 
guidance. Specific websites mentioned include ABCmouse.com and Pinterest, each mentione by one 
teacher. It was unclear whether or how particular teachers or programs screen websites (for example, 
to evaluate the credibility of the source or determine the research base for particular practices). One 
teacher explained that she considered all available sources of information in order to keep lessons 
interesting and engaging “. . . [W]e’re checking the Internet, we’re checking other peoples’ [sic] 
curriculums [sic], we’re making things up. . .  we’re just trying all kinds of things.” Teachers who 
referred to these resources said that they are often able to pick and choose the ideas they like for 
trial use in the classroom. Teachers use borrowed themes and techniques to save time and expand 
their repertoire. 

Resources from colleagues and support staff help teachers cover new content and try new strategies. Teachers 
reported that specialists, coaches, and other teachers provide resources. One teacher commented, 
“We have so many resources from our teacher specialist—she does the research and aligns 
instruction to goals.” Teachers in preschools without a designated specialist mentioned that they 
informally share project ideas and resources among staff at the same school. Several teachers 
mentioned that coaches also provide research-based strategies, tips, and tools. For example, one 
teacher reported receiving guidance on working with children with special needs. 

Training and workshops provide new perspectives and strategies. Several teachers said that they use the 
lessons and resources that come from the training sessions and workshops they attend, including the 

                                                           
6 As a reminder, all teachers were familiar with UPCOS by virtue of having been invited to participate in the study. 

The focus group discussion focused on the degree of familiarity with findings from earlier phases.  
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Teacher Institute. A few identified resources related to intentional teaching. One teacher 
commented, “[The] Teacher Institute taught us about the intentionality of the teacher. Epstein is the 
author of the book; we base our teaching on her book. [We learned to] balance student- and teacher-
directed activities. These practices are research-based.”  

Information gathered directly from children is used as a springboard for exploring new themes and topics. A few 
teachers said that they like to build lessons around children’s interests in order to make the lessons 
engaging and meaningful. One teacher explained that conversations with the children are an 
important information source: “. . . [O]nce I have the children in the class with me, I use whatever 
the children are talking about in their daily conversation. We get to know them and we use the ideas 
the children bring to us to create lessons. The children become a resource. Then I do research to 
expand on that.” It is important to note that teachers used conversations with children to help in 
selecting topics of interest rather than to tailor or adjust instruction. Child input is a starting point. 
One teacher noted, “A lot of the things that we do to get the different themes. . .is from [the 
children], so anything that they take interest in, if we notice that a lot of them are really interested in 
dinosaurs, we’ll be like okay let’s do a unit on dinosaurs because we want to grab a hold of their 
interest and see if we can expand [on it].” 

To inform practice, teachers used data on their classroom and the children and families 
they serve. A third party (LAUP’s quality assessment contractor) provided teachers with classroom-
level data, and teachers and their colleagues typically collected data on children and families. 

Teachers review classroom quality assessment results with coaches to adjust teaching and set goals. A few 
teachers emphasized that a review of data on classroom quality collected by LAUP is among the 
ways that coaches support them. The teachers use the results to set goals and establish strategies for 
making improvements as needed. “After 90 days we get our scores from LAUP [(on quality 
reviews)]. We look at them and see how our class, our environment, or our personal teaching style 
needs to improve.”  

Information collected directly from families provides insights into students’ unique circumstances. A few 
respondents commented that visiting families or sending a parent survey home to a child’s family 
helped them gain a better understanding of students’ needs and special circumstances. A home visit 
at the beginning of the school year, for example, helped one teacher get to know the children, 
establish rapport with parents, and determine the family’s home language. Other approaches include 
informal conversations, formal meetings, and use of the Ages and Stages Questionnaire (ASQ).7 For 
the ASQ, providers ask parents to complete the instrument and/or complete it themselves. “Parents 
also are a good resource. They often have concerns and we try to use that as a starting point.” 

Teacher-administered assessments gauge children’s progress throughout the year. Nearly all respondents 
discussed the use of some type of assessment tool to gather formative and summative information 
on children’s skills, knowledge, and behavior throughout the year. The most frequently mentioned 
assessment tools are the DRDP, the Prekindergarten Observation Form (P-KOF), and the ASQ. A 
few teachers mentioned student portfolios. Teachers were not directly asked about the frequency of 
assessment, but a few told us that they complete the DRDP three times a year or approximately 
every 60 days. 

                                                           
7 LAUP providers are required to screen children for developmental difficulties.  
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In addition to formal assessment methods, a few teachers described formative approaches to 
documentation, including checklists, anecdotal records, and an Excel spreadsheet. One teacher 
explained how the Excel spreadsheet functions as both documentation and an analysis tool to 
inform instruction. “We put together our own tracking system; it’s just an Excel sheet basically. . . . 
[W]e put together [an] individualized tracking system with each kid so we could see what they’re [sic] 
learning, what their [sic] weaknesses are and what their [sic] strengths are and we can work with 
them [sic].”  

Teachers use data from parents and families in concert with assessment data to individualize instruction. 
Teachers who referenced parents as a valuable first source of information often combine such 
information with other sources in an effort to develop a complete and accurate picture of each 
child’s strengths and needs. One teacher said that she conducts the ASQ in the presence of the 
parent to see if and how results vary:  

“We do the ASQ with the parent at the first parent conference, then again without the 
parent present. . . . [A] lot of children tend to close up because their parent is there so they 
don’t want to do a lot of the things, so we send another sheet home. And so we do both of 
them. We take what the parent did at home with them and what we did [into account] 
because we don’t want to mark ‘never’ if the child really does know the answer to the 
question, and then wouldn’t go with our theory that this child might be slow. So at home 
they might be more comfortable with their parents to express themselves.”  

For children with identified special needs, one teacher said that she works with specialists and 
parents to review assessment results and incorporate parents’ input. “. . . [W]e all work in 
conjunction with the psychologist as well as the parents and come up with an education plan for the 
children.” 

Teachers use assessment data to tailor instruction and form small groups. Many teachers reported that they 
use the results of assessments to inform and adjust instruction at the individual, small- group, and 
whole-class level. The assessment tools allow teachers to examine children’s strengths and 
weaknesses systematically and to tailor lesson plans and activities to the skills that need further 
development. Teachers provided examples of how they used both DRDP and P-KOF results to 
adapt their lessons:  

“We do three rounds of DRDP throughout the year. Results from the DRDP showed that 
phonological awareness was one area of weakness for my students. I saw that this was not 
being addressed enough; I saw that the students needed to grow more in this area, so I 
started to focus my lesson plans more on phonological awareness.”  

A few teachers discussed how they use assessment results to determine which children need 
extra help in developing specific skills. One teacher described how individualization might occur as 
other students were engaged in centers or other activities. “I look at the data and individualize. I 
focus on specific children. I work one-on-one with children who need additional help, working on 
specific skills.” 

A few teachers expressly mentioned using assessment results for ability grouping. One teacher 
explained:  

“Aside from DRDP, we use the. . . P-KOF. The P-KOF is like a checklist and it is more 
basic, more general, and easier to work with. I love the P-KOF. I use it to see where the 



III. Teacher Perspectives on Data Use in Practice  Mathematica Policy Research 

 17  

children are in the beginning, then after 60 days move on to the DRDP later. The P-KOF 
helps me target lessons, to see what children need more help in. Like Math concepts—I 
would do the P-KOF to see who can count. Those that are more advanced are in a 
separate group. Children are grouped according to strengths and needs.” 

A few respondents mentioned another approach to using assessment results for grouping; they 
maintain stable small groups of children assigned to the same teacher but with activities tailored to 
individuals within the group (that is, the same activity is altered slightly to make it more or less 
difficult according to students’ needs). “Each teacher gets their [sic] eight children and they [sic] stay 
with those kids all year. We don’t regroup based on assessment results. We just tailor activities to a 
few kids within those small groups.” 

Coaches, administrators, specialists, and other teachers support use of child data in 
some programs. A few teachers noted that they receive support from coaches in interpreting child-
level data as well as support from directors, specialists, and fellow teachers in classroom planning. 
They mentioned the review of individual- and classroom-level DRDP results during staff meetings 
to identify needed program adjustment and help teachers target their teaching. One teacher 
remarked, “A designated education team reviews results with preschool teachers at faculty meetings. 
Whatever data is [sic] shared with the district, they help disseminate it [sic] to all of the teachers and 
break it down.” The few teachers who mentioned specialists indicated that the specialists provide 
guidance related to the interpretation and use of child data and the identification of resources for 
instruction.   

B. Challenges and Requests for Additional Information and Support 

In addition to asking teachers about the information that is available to them to inform 
classroom planning, we asked them about  the challenges associated with using data and research 
and about the types of supports that would help them use data to drive instructional decisions. 

The main challenges teachers face in using data and research to inform their practice 
include lack of knowledge on how to access and use research and constraints such as 
limited time and large class size. When asked to share their thoughts on the challenges they face 
in using data and research, those that responded largely pointed to the challenges associated with 
using research rather than to the challenges associated with collecting and using their own child-level 
data. A few respondents said that they did not understand or were unfamiliar with the research and 
would like to develop a deeper understanding of its implications for their practice. A few expressed 
that important research was not being shared with teachers enough; as a result, they did not know 
which research-based practices they should draw on and implement. 

A few teachers mentioned that limited time, a heavy workload, and inadequate staff and 
resources prevented them from using research-based strategies. One teacher commented that 
pressure to achieve high ECERS scores forced her to focus on the aspects of her classroom practice 
that are evaluated by ECERS, perhaps to the exclusion of other new ideas. Interestingly, another 
teacher reported that the amount of available data and information was almost too much for her. 
The remark followed a comment from another teacher who listed ETO, CLASS, and ECERS as 
data sources that teachers are expected to use for monitoring progress and quality improvement. 

Although the challenges mentioned largely relate to using research, the supports 
requested by teachers relate to both research-based practices and the use of child-level data. 
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Teachers’ suggestions included, for example, more data, better assessment tools, more staff, and 
more time to collaborate with staff. Teachers also requested easy access to data.  

Less than one-third of teachers provided information on what other information would be 
helpful; those who did mentioned data on parents and families and resources to help them 
individualize instruction to the unique circumstances and needs of their students. Two respondents 
mentioned that they would like information on how to help parents support their children’s 
academic development; the two teachers noted that, if they had information on parents, they could 
then customize strategies for specific parents. For example, one teacher said that she would like to 
know whether parents are literate; she would then know how to communicate with them and what 
to request of them in terms of extending school learning with at-home activities. A few others 
mentioned that they would like resources and training in behavior management, assessment tools, 
and/or resources for working with children with special needs. 

Approximately half of all respondents offered ideas on the types of support that might help 
them overcome the challenges associated with using data to inform their instructional practices. 
Teachers mentioned a wide array of supports, but most supports received only one mention by one 
teacher. The following list provides a sense of the breadth of requests teachers made for additional 
support: 

• More training, especially for new teachers. Teachers commented that training is generally 
helpful and that they would like to receive materials and information to reinforce and 
extend what they learn through training. One teacher said that she would like training in 
the research or rationale behind some of the practices suggested by coaches and 
directors. 

• More time and more staff. A few teachers expressed a desire for more staff to help them 
monitor children’s progress and lead small-group activities. Another asked for more time 
to collaborate and learn from other teachers, in part to gain knowledge of how to make 
better use of available time and staff. 

• More support for using research-based practices. Teachers want data and research 
findings to be presented in a user-friendly way. One teacher asked for research findings 
to be disseminated in a variety of formats, including handouts, presentations, and hands-
on activities that help translate research into practice. 

• More support for using assessment data. A few teachers asked for tools to make  
assessment data more accessible and less onerous to report. One teacher suggested an 
Excel template or a summary sheet as an alternative to sifting through each child’s 
portfolio or full DRDP.  

• A few respondents reported that they receive an adequate amount of support.  

C. Key Findings and Implications 

We spoke with LAUP preschool teachers to learn about the types of data and research they use, 
the sources of such information, how they apply data and research to their practice, the challenges 
associated with using data and research, and ideas for additional data or support. As a reminder, 51 
percent of invited teachers participated in the focus groups. Even though the sample included 
teachers from both FCCs and centers (including four centers based in public schools), there may be 



III. Teacher Perspectives on Data Use in Practice  Mathematica Policy Research 

 19  

variation in teacher background or levels of support for integrating research-based strategies and 
data-use into classroom practice not represented in the focus groups.  

Teachers reported that they use information from a variety of sources to inform their planning 
and to tailor their teaching to students’ needs and interests. Sources ranged from curriculum 
packages and the Internet to student portfolios; both formal and informal assessments; information 
collected directly from children and families; strategies and resources provided by coaches, 
specialists and other teachers; and information provided in training sessions and workshops. 
Teachers reported the use of two main types of information: research-based strategies and popular 
practices and data on children and families. Teachers explained that they use these data and 
resources to explore new ideas, help select themes for lessons, individualize instruction, form small 
groups and set and adjust goals. Nearly all respondents discussed using some type of assessment tool 
to gather information on children’s progress throughout the year. However, the extent to which 
teachers use this data to inform and adjust their teaching at the individual, small group, and whole 
class level varied across respondents. 

The main challenges faced by teachers in using data and research to guide their practice include 
lack of knowledge on how to access and use research and a range of constraints such as limited time 
and large class size. Teachers’ suggestions for additional support included more data, better 
assessment tools, more staff, and more time to collaborate with staff. Teachers also requested that 
data and research be more accessible and comprehensible. 

LAUP support staff and coaches can consider the successful strategies already in place as a 
starting point for extending practice and informing teachers. Teachers reported that coaches and 
workshops are useful sources of information on research-based practices, but they are also 
interested in using time with coaches and workshops as an avenue to expanding their capabilities to 
use data effectively. The following are some implications for LAUP’s consideration:  

• Teachers may need support in vetting resources found on the Internet and for 
systematically integrating evidence-based and professionally-recommended (vetted by 
experts in the field) ideas into practice in an intentional way. 

• In settings such as the Teacher Institute, LAUP could highlight important research 
findings and tie them directly to research-based strategies and techniques for teachers’ 
use in the classroom. Such an approach would make explicit the connection between 
research and practice.  

• In coaching, teachers and coaches could jointly explore issues the teacher wants to 
address and then work from research relevant to those issues.  

• Teachers need help in integrating data into practice. A single, systematic approach to 
data use within LAUP could ensure that support for coaches and teachers remains 
focused. Provide teachers with user-friendly tools to help them integrate data into their 
daily and weekly planning processes. Coaches could provide teachers with planning 
resources and assessment summary sheets that already exist to generate measurable 
objectives and steps for achieving those objectives.  

With regard to using child-level data to inform instruction, LAUP teachers can turn to a wide 
array of existing resources. For example, Head Start’s Learning from Assessment toolkit includes 
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resources that can support program staff in enhancing, conducting, and interpreting child 
assessments.8 Many of the assessments and curriculum packages identified by teachers in the focus 
groups include resources for supporting assessment practice and/or developing strategies for 
following up on results. For example, resources for completing and tracking information from the 
DRDP, including videos, are available online.9 LAUP could initiate the process by connecting 
teachers to resources that will help them collect and review data on children in their classrooms. 
This critical first step can support the effective use of data for informing instruction and ultimately 
promote positive outcomes among children.   

                                                           
8 Available at http://eclkc.ohs.acf.hhs.gov/hslc/tta-system/teaching/eecd/Assessment/Ongoing 

Assessment/lfa.html 
9 Available at http://www.desiredresults.us/.  
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IV. HOW UPCOS DATA HAVE INFORMED DECISION MAKING IN LAUP 

Key Findings and Implications 

LAUP values UPCOS data, which play a role in internal planning and communication and in 
communication with external stakeholders. 

UPCOS data have been particularly important in informing coaches’ and teachers’ professional 
development activities. 

Presentations by Mathematica to LAUP staff at different levels are the most effective and efficient 
approach to ensuring that major findings inform LAUP’s work. LAUP values written reports as well, 
particularly when brief and accessible to a wide variety of audiences. 

Typically, teachers are not directly aware of findings from the UPCOS study and how they influence 
LAUP’s decisions.   

Key implications for UPCOS. Continue to conduct briefings with First 5 LA and LAUP staff on key study 
findings and continue to develop written, user-friendly products.  

Key implications for LAUP. Consider whether teachers and other staff in LAUP-funded programs need to 
be informed directly about UPCOS findings or whether it is sufficient that findings reach programs simply 
by shaping the training and support offered to them.  

 

In interviews and focus groups, we specifically addressed how data from earlier phases of 
UPCOS have been used to inform practice. Since its first phase (2007–2008 program year), UPCOS 
has collected information on topics such as child outcomes, classroom quality, teacher practices, 
family engagement, and coaching. Respondents reflected on whether and how they have used 
UPCOS data over time and how they could maximize the usefulness of the data in the years ahead. 
In this section, we describe how the data have been used and how the data could be more useful in 
the future. 

A. LAUP Perspectives (executive interviews) 

LAUP uses UPCOS data to inform internal planning and communication as well as 
external communication. Discussions about UPCOS in the executive interviews began with a 
question about whether and how respondents had used UPCOS data. Only 2 respondents out of 12 
reported that they had not used UPCOS findings to inform their work. In both cases, UPCOS data 
were not directly relevant to the planning and decision making aspects of the respondents’ jobs. 
Both also reported that they learned about UPCOS findings through presentations from 
Mathematica or other LAUP staff.  

Among those reporting the use of UPCOS data, respondents noted a variety of approaches. 
Most respondents discussed the use of UPCOS data to inform professional development efforts and 
program improvement efforts. Professional development topics that responded to UPCOS include 
supporting children’s mathematics development, increasing the effectiveness of coaching, 
supporting DLLs, and using meaningful language with children. Topics were addressed through the 
Teacher Institute, the Coach Summer Training Series, and/or other trainings for providers. In the 
context of discussing how data are used to inform professional development, respondents indicated 
that they value such data to inform decisions: 
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“(UPCOS data is [sic] used) in a multitude of ways—most recently in work with math. The 
significant finding (about the need for growth in math) really highlighted a need to move 
forward in that area. The coaching study also. . . helped us be more concrete with the 
coaches about moving forward with the coaching model. Data backed up our 
recommendations and decisions.”  

“The specificity of [UPCOS] data helps us identify particular concepts that we need to 
focus on more. For example, the analysis around DLLs and native English speakers’ skills 
and outcomes—that is information that we don’t otherwise have access to. Knowing 
where some of the gaps are, where some of the needs are, we can back out of that what 
sorts of coaching and resource needs the providers have. How are they going to teach 
Math concepts to those children (the DLLs)?” 

“I always look forward to getting information from the UPCOS study to help us with 
training for coaches. The information then trickles down to the providers. For instance the 
piece around math we were then able to invite someone to come in the summer and do 
some really good and strategic planning based on findings. We talked to the presenter 
while she was developing training. We have coaches work with providers on different 
strategies to help with planning and curriculum” 

UPCOS data are also used in communications with internal staff (“Specialists are also 
developing resources based on UPCOS findings for coaches and for providers”) and external 
stakeholders. For external stakeholders, LAUP uses UPCOS data as one aspect of an overall picture 
of what LAUP does. UPCOS data have been used in an ongoing way to inform the development of 
performance targets (child progress, family engagement) for the First 5 LA-LAUP contract and to 
assess whether targets are met (child progress).  

Finally, one respondent described how UPCOS data inform LAUP’s own research activities. 
“The coaching study gave us good feedback and crossed over some into the programmatic side. We 
have researchers attempting to build on findings in the coaching study which is a series of case 
studies about coaches’ work.” 

Concise and accessible reports help maximize the utility of UPCOS data to LAUP, but 
more detailed technical reports are also valuable. Several respondents emphasized the 
importance of presentations. They noted that presentations provide the opportunity for staff to 
question the research process and share concerns—in other words, a chance to understand UPCOS 
research methods.  

A few respondents also commented on the value of the briefs or other short formats (for 
example, one-page fact sheets) that summarize key findings. One person commented, “It is also nice 
to have the briefs. I am highly unlikely to read the report. Briefs are helpful for talking to providers 
and. . .getting providers to think more about data, research, and how it should inform practice.” 

Despite the general preference for concise, easily accessible approaches to reporting results, two 
respondents felt that the longer technical reports were also of value, primarily because they elaborate 
on key findings. One respondent said, “The report has always been the most helpful, [because] it is 
more elaborate. The report drills down to areas for us to focus on and consider as we are doing our 
planning for the year.” 



IV. How UPCOS Data Have Informed Decision-Making in LAUP Mathematica Policy Research 

 23  

The value of UPCOS for LAUP could be extended by addressing some new topics and 
undertaking further efforts to make findings easily accessible to several audiences. In the 
context of a discussion on reporting formats, we asked respondents to tell us “what else might be 
valuable.” Responses addressed both additional research topics and the approach to reporting on 
results. Several respondents made recommendations for the focus of the research, most of whom 
requested longitudinal child outcomes data for the purpose of communicating with potential 
funders. One respondent requested a more in-depth look at practices with DLL children in order to 
guide LAUP’s teacher support efforts.  

Regarding the approach to reporting results, suggestions varied widely. One respondent saw 
value in including staff at all levels and stated, “If they don’t hear it firsthand it doesn’t exist for 
them.” Three respondents requested an opportunity to see the child assessment procedures. Finally, 
two respondents asked for research products that include simple descriptions of findings for use in 
external communications.  

B. Teacher Perspectives (focus groups) 

We asked teachers to tell us about their level of awareness of the UPCOS findings. All teachers 
were aware of UPCOS—they were invited to the focus group by virtue of their recruitment into the 
study sample earlier in the program year and may have participated in an earlier phase of UPCOS. 
Thus, our questions focused on the degree to which they were familiar with UPCOS results.  

Providers are not typically familiar with the findings of the UPCOS study. Several 
providers stated that they had no knowledge of UPCOS findings. One teacher asked, “When are the 
findings sent out? I participated in UPCOS but never knew what happened with the results or the 
reports.” A few providers indicated they had heard about UPCOS findings; sources included the 
First 5 LA website, UPCOS recruiting materials/interactions, and a presentation at a provider 
network meeting. Only a few providers had the impression that UPCOS findings influenced the 
types of support that LAUP provides to programs. Providers accurately identified LAUP’s focus on 
math and the examination of CLASS and ECERS results as related to UPCOS and inaccurately 
identified a focus on health and fitness as related to UPCOS.   

C. Key Findings and Implications 

Three key findings emerged from the analysis. First, UPCOS data are used in several ways to 
inform planning and decision making in LAUP, and the data are valued. Second, to maximize the 
value of UPCOS findings to LAUP, reporting should be concise and easily accessible to a variety of 
audiences. Third, providers are typically not aware of UPCOS findings.  

Looking to the future of UPCOS, it is important to recognize that findings most likely to 
influence LAUP practice are those delivered in presentations that provide staff with opportunities to 
ask follow-up questions. Thus, we should continue to work closely with First 5 LA and LAUP staff 
to make sure that presentations include information relevant to both organizations. Study staff can 
also pursue additional written, user-friendly products, perhaps directed at helping teachers 
understand how to apply some of the key findings.    

Looking ahead for LAUP, the organization should consider how important it is for providers to 
receive UPCOS findings directly. On the one hand, UPCOS findings offer important information 
about the providers’ network; receipt of the findings might help providers feel invested in that 
network. It might also help providers understand why LAUP sets particular priorities. On the other 
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hand, it might not matter if providers are not directly aware of UPCOS findings so long as the 
findings reach programs simply by shaping the training and support offered to them. However, 
exposing providers to study findings might help emphasize the contribution they and the children in 
their programs make to UPCOS by giving of their time.  
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