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Executive Summary 

The York Centre for Education and Community, in partnership with the Ottawa-Carleton, Peel, 

Toronto and York Region District School Boards, has undertaken a project to study and address 

the challenges associated with the collection of student demographic data. The purpose of 

collecting such data is: to identify achievement gaps (i.e., group differences in grades, test 

scores, graduation rates, etc.); to uncover any underlying opportunity gaps (i.e., uneven 

distributions of resources or learning opportunities) that may contribute to achievement gaps; 

to support the implementation of programs to address those gaps; and to monitor the results 

of those programs. 

 
Collecting student data raises a number of concerns among students, parents, and educators. 

One concern is that achievement gaps can become self-fulfilling prophecies, especially for 

students in lower achieving groups. Another concern is that those lower achieving groups will 

be stigmatized or that any type of grouping can create a false sense of homogeneity within 

groups and be perceived as a threat to students’ individuality. As well, the collection of 

demographic data can be perceived by students and their parents as a violation of privacy. 

 
Educators may object to the collection of student data. They may be uncomfortable with the 

possibility that their own pedagogical methods are being evaluated or that achievement gaps 

will be blamed on teachers, or they may be ideologically opposed to the proposed uses of the 

data. Finally, stakeholders are often rightfully suspicious that the effort that goes into data 

collection will not be appropriately matched by efforts to derive full value from the data. 

 
The collection of student data carries a number of methodological considerations. Many of the 

methodological decisions will depend on whether data collection is a provincial policy or one 

developed at the school board level. Methodological considerations include: how the data will 

be collected; with what frequency it will be collected; whether longitudinal or cross-sectional 

data will be collected; and how confidentiality will be maintained. Selecting appropriate 

variables (e.g., socioeconomic status, family structure, racial/ethnic/linguistic background, 

sexual orientation) is also a key consideration, as is the overall form of any data collection 
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instrument. In making methodological decisions, it is helpful to be in communication with the 

Information and Privacy Commissioner, and if applicable, the Ontario Human Rights 

Commission, throughout the process of developing a methodology. 

 
Community consultations and a comprehensive communication strategy should be 

implemented from the outset of any data collection project. This will include a number of 

different approaches: posters for students and staff, information cards and letters to parents, 

website updates, community radio announcements, announcements in community 

publications, voice messages to all student households, as well as consultations with and 

presentations to principals and vice principals, school communities, student leaders, and 

immigrant, faith and parent communities. 

 
Often it is necessary to educate the public on how to interpret research and data. This involves 

building and emphasizing the relevance of data and being very clear and consistent in 

describing the purposes of data collection. 

 
When communicating research results, a plain language summary and interpretation of the 

results is helpful, as is a clear description of how the research findings will be applied to the 

goal of improving the delivery and quality educational services. When working with the media 

to disseminate research results, key messages should be developed collaboratively with input 

from researchers, school board officials, and communications experts. 
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Introduction 

High levels of student achievement depend on equity and inclusivity within school systems 

(UNESCO, 2008). Recognizing that reality, Ontario’s Equity and Inclusive Education Strategy 

supports student achievement and well-being by helping the education community identify and 

address discrimination and systemic barriers to learning. The strategy envisions an education 

system in which: “all students, parents, and other members of the school community are 

welcomed and respected; [and] every student is support and inspired to succeed in a culture of 

high expectations for learning” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2009, p. 10). 

 

Achieving these goals requires a multi-pronged approach supported by data that allow for the 

identification of discrimination and systemic barriers and of ways in which students (and 

others) do not feel respected and supported. Some school boards are already collecting such 

data while others have begun making plans to do so.  

 

Collecting student data carries a number of challenges. The York Centre for Education and 

Community, in partnership with the Ottawa-Carleton, Peel, Toronto and York Region District 

School Boards, has undertaken a project to study and address these challenges. Utilizing 

knowledge mobilization strategies, this collaborative university/school board project will 

promote public discussions of the collection and use of data in order to address equity issues in 

the academic achievement of students, and will act as a catalyst to mobilize research that will 

influence policy and programs. This paper contributes to that public discussion by summarizing 

some of the key data collection challenges and solutions that have been identified to date.1 The 

paper is organized around four questions: 

(1) What is the rationale for collecting student data? 

(2) What concerns does student data collection raise? 

(3) What methodological approaches are likely to be most successful? 

                                                      
1
 Much of the information presented in this paper was distilled from a discussion forum sponsored by YCEC, Re-

Thinking Demographic Data in Terms of Student Equity, held October 24, 2011 at York University. Notes from 
presentations by Paul Favaro and Walter Piovesan and from roundtable discussions formed the basis for this 
paper. 
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(4) How should information about the data collection and associated research and analysis 

be disseminated? 

 

Before turning to these questions, it is important to clarify what is meant by the term “data” in 

this report. Each year, schools collect administrative data on their students. These records 

include grade level, school attended, courses taken, grades achieved, credentials earned, 

achievement test scores, etc. Schools may also collect demographic data from and/or about 

their students. Schools will normally have a record of students’ gender, date of birth and 

residential address, but other demographic data may also be collected, such as: race, ethnicity, 

languages spoken at home, parents’ educational and income information, etc. If these 

demographic data are linked with students’ administrative data, then the demographic 

information can be used to disaggregate data such as achievement scores and credit 

accumulation rates. This allows researchers to identify any achievement gaps that may exist 

between, for example, students from high socioeconomic backgrounds and their counterparts 

from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  

 

Schools may also collect survey data on variables such as students’ participation in intramural 

and extracurricular activities, on their perceptions of safety or experiences of bullying in 

schools, or on their level of school engagement. If these data are linked to administrative and 

demographic data, then variables that mediate or moderate achievement gaps can be 

identified. Finally, if student records are linked across time and across contexts, then the data 

become longitudinal and allow for analyses of how various factors interact over time to 

influence educational outcomes.  

 

In the discussion below, it is assumed that schools collect administrative data. The issues 

presented below arise when schools collect demographic and survey data and link these 

longitudinally with students’ administrative records. Each of the sections below addresses one 

of the four questions listed above. At the end of each section, an additional set of questions is 

provided in order to stimulate further consideration and discussion of these issues. 
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What is the rationale for collecting student data? 

 
In articulating the rationale for data collection, it is useful to consider what might be gained 

through data collection and what might be lost in its absence. 

 

What might be gained through data collection? 

 
The rationale for collecting student data assumes that all students deserve the best possible 

educational opportunities and outcomes regardless of their socioeconomic status, ethnicity, 

race, gender, abilities or disabilities, citizenship, religion, sexual orientation, or any other 

demographic variable. Disaggregating data allows for the identification of achievement gaps 

based on demographic variables. Once gaps are clearly identified, efforts to address them can 

begin. Ongoing data collection allows monitoring of progress (or lack thereof) in response to 

these efforts. Ultimately, this brings schools closer to the goal of fulfilling each student’s 

potential, increases overall achievement levels, and contributes to the successful inclusion of 

vulnerable groups into all levels of society.  

 

Data can also be used to confirm or disconfirm a number of assumptions about students—to 

provide a clear picture of who students are and how they are doing. When the demographic 

characteristics of student populations change quickly, the collection and analysis of student 

data can also be useful for planning and resource allocation purposes and to proactively 

identify opportunities for improvement and growth. 

 

What might be lost in the absence of data? 

 
In the absence of student data that can be demographically disaggregated, schools would find it 

difficult (if not impossible) to identify systematic gaps between groups of students. Efforts to 

address gaps would proceed blindly and without any new information on whether those efforts 

have been fruitful, and it is unlikely that educational inequities would be ameliorated.  
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Achievement gaps and opportunity gaps 

 
This rationale assumes that identifying achievement gaps is not an end in itself. The real 

purpose of data collection is to discover underlying opportunity gaps. That is, achievement gaps 

(i.e., group differences in grades, test scores, graduation rates, etc.) can be observed in the 

data, but it is assumed that achievement gaps are caused by opportunity gaps (i.e., the uneven 

distribution of resources and learning opportunities). Once opportunity gaps have been 

identified, data can be used to support the implementation of programs to address those gaps, 

and to monitor the results of those programs. In short, the ultimate goal of data collection is to 

improve the delivery of high quality educational services.  

    

In order to realize the real purpose of data collection, it is important to resist the allure of large 

statistical differences. That is, when achievement gaps are identified, it is easy to jump to 

conclusions about the meaning of those gaps, but careful analysis and interpretation are 

required in order to find useful meaning in the data. 

 
Additional discussion questions 

 What kinds of achievement gaps have already been identified among students in Ontario? 

 What other kinds of achievement gaps might exist among students in Ontario? 

 What kinds of opportunity gaps might be contributing to those achievement gaps? 

What concerns does student data collection raise? 

 
Self-fulfilling prophecies 

The collection of student data can raise concerns among students and their parents as well as 

among educators. One concern is that achievement gaps can become self-fulfilling prophecies. 

That is, collecting data in order to identify achievement gaps can exaggerate perceived group 

differences and members of lower achieving groups may, as a result, feel a reduced sense of 

academic self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is strongly linked to academic motivation and educational 

outcomes (Bandura, 1997; Hackett & Betz, 1989; Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 1999), so a reduction 

in self-efficacy can lead to unfavourable educational outcomes. Similarly, teachers may 
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unconsciously develop lower expectations for students who are members of lower achieving 

demographic groups. These expectations can also become self-fulfilling prophecies (Jussim & 

Eccles, 1992; Eccles & Wigfield, 1985).  

 

Stigma attached to lower achieving groups 

Another related concern is that highlighting group differences can stigmatize lower achieving 

groups, perpetuate stereotyping, or become an excuse for the mistreatment of members of 

lower performing groups. Conversely, highlighting achievement gaps can leave members of 

high achieving groups feeling excessively pressured to perform well.   

 

False homogenization 

Finally, grouping diverse students on the basis of a shared demographic characteristic can 

contribute to spurious homogenization of sub-groups whose members do not share 

characteristics with which they strongly identify. This can be perceived as a threat to students’ 

individuality. It can also obscure important within group differences. For example, grouping all 

students from Asian countries can be problematic because, among other reasons, students 

from certain Asian countries tend to do well in Canadian schools while students from some 

other Asian countries often do not. 

 

Invasion of privacy  

As well, the collection of demographic data can be perceived by students and their parents as a 

violation of privacy. For example, knowing about students’ socioeconomic status can be helpful 

in understanding the barriers to educational success that they face, but questions about 

parental education and income can feel overly intrusive. Students and parents may also wonder 

what the data will be used for and if the information may somehow be used against them. 

 

Skepticism regarding the goals of data collection 

Teachers and other school staff (as well as parents and students) may object to data collection 

processes that use up precious resources and instructional time. As well, if school staff do not 



DRAFT DISCUSSION PAPER FOR FEEDBACK AND REVIEW at the March 6, 2012 Discussion Forum: 
Towards the Use of Demographic Data for Educational Equity 

 Page 10 of 22 

fully understand the goals of student data collection, they may be uncomfortable with the 

possibility that their own pedagogical methods are being evaluated or that achievement gaps 

will be blamed on teachers.  

 

Ideological objections 

For ideological reasons, some educators may object to the premise of student data collection, 

arguing that group averages provide little information about individual students no matter how 

finely the disaggregations are made. 

Deriving value from data 

Another concern shared by many different stakeholders pertains to the value that is actually 

realized from data collection. Although student demographic data can potentially make an 

enormous contribution to improving equity in education, collecting data is only the first step 

and does not ensure that the potential contribution will be realized. In the absence of a fully 

developed plan to make full use of any data that are collected, stakeholders are rightfully 

suspicious of the value that will be derived from the data. Clarifying how the data will be used, 

what research questions will be pursued (and by whom), how the research will be used to 

inform policy and practice is critical to realizing the potential benefits of data collection. Clear 

answers to these questions can also be used to reassure stakeholders that the data will be used 

to achieve important goals. 

 

For all of these reasons, it is important to avoid focussing on achievement gaps revealed by 

student data and to attend instead to explaining and alleviating those gaps. As well, it is 

important that the purpose and goals of data collection are clearly articulated for students, 

their parents, and school staff and that concrete examples are given to illustrate the impact of 

research on educational practices and outcomes. 

 

Student data collection raises legitimate concerns among students, parents and school staff. In 

the face of these concerns, should schools proceed with the collection of student data? The 

necessity of identifying and addressing opportunity gaps and the consequences for students of 
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failing to do so suggest that appropriate question is not whether data collection should 

proceed, but rather how it should be managed in order to alleviate the concerns of those 

involved.  

 

Additional discussion questions 

 What kinds of concerns regarding data collection are the most difficult to address? 

 When parents, students, teachers or other stakeholders have concerns, where can they go 

to discuss their issues?  

 Who is responsible for addressing new issues as they arise? 

What methodological approaches are likely to be most successful? 

 
First and foremost, it is necessary to ensure that any data collection methodologies follow 

accepted protocols for ethical research and are compliant with privacy legislation. As well, 

methodological decisions should be based on minimizing intrusion and respecting the dignity 

and privacy of individuals (Ontario Human Rights Commission, 2010). 

 

Before developing data collection methods, it is helpful to ensure that individuals in senior 

leadership roles understand and believe in the goals of data collection. This is also true for key 

stakeholders: they should be on board before the process begins. Once a basic level of 

consensus and commitment has been established, it is advantageous to form a steering 

committee that will be responsible for all major decisions. Before moving on to the 

development of a data collection plan, it is important to identify the resources (including 

research experts) that will be required for data collection and to make provisions for a 

communication and consultation strategy. 

 
Provincial vs. school board level policy 

Several methodological issues arise out of whether data collection becomes a matter of 

provincial public policy or is left to the discretion of individual boards. A provincial level policy is 

more likely to result in standardized approaches to collecting, maintaining and analyzing data. 
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Standardization has a number of advantages: it makes it easier to transfer student records 

across jurisdictions and yields more powerful data for analytical purposes. This is because 

province-wide analyses can be conducted. With larger numbers of students included in 

analyses, finer grained disaggregations can be made and the interactions of a greater number 

of variables can be examined. Standardization makes it easier to share, not just data, but 

successful practices and programs among school boards. It has been argued that a lack of 

standardization can contribute to differences in student achievement across schools and school 

systems. Inconsistencies in how data are gathered, reported, and used (if at all) make it difficult 

to build a consistent body of work that identifies the factors contributing to achievement gaps. 

 

The standardization afforded by provincial level policies also carries some drawbacks. Data 

collection is expensive and time consuming, so there are always trade-offs to be made: money 

and time spent on data collection will not be spent on instruction and program development. 

Different school boards will always have different data collection priorities: if all school boards 

are forced to collect the same data, then some school boards may be using their scarce 

resources to collect data on non-priority items. In short, a one-size-fits-all approach to data 

collection may not work for all school boards.  

 

In the absence of provincial public policy on the collection of student data, school boards can 

develop their own policies and practices and pursue locally relevant research. A number of 

school boards have already adopted this approach. 

 
Data collection approaches 

There are many different approaches to data collection: two in particular are likely to be most 

suitable for collecting student demographic data. One approach is to collect demographic data 

along with administrative data. For example, when parents enrol their children in school, 

administrators can request some demographic data along with basic information like birthdate 

and address. A limited amount information can be collected in this manner (e.g., ethnic 

background and languages spoken at home) and those collecting the data would have to be 

very careful to inform parents that divulging information is not a mandatory part of enrolment. 
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Despite the drawbacks, this approach has a low administrative burden and simplifies the 

logistics of data collection. The second approach is to develop surveys that are completed by 

students and/or their parents outside of the school enrolment process. Survey tools can range 

from basic self-identification forms (e.g., the type used by schools to enable Aboriginal self-

identification) to extensive questionnaires on school experiences, extracurricular activities, 

home life, etc. 

 

Frequency of data collection 

The chosen approach to data collection will be linked to the frequency of data collection. If data 

are collected just once—at initial school enrolment—the process is relatively simple and cost 

effective, but the data are never updated and will not reflect any changes that occur over time 

(e.g., changes in family structure). As well, one-time data collection at initial school enrolment 

precludes questions that cannot be answered at that time (e.g., questions on school 

experiences).  At the other extreme, data collection could be conducted every year. This would 

allow for multiple surveys specifically designed for each grade level and would produce a rich 

dataset of frequently refreshed data. Of course yearly data collection would be expensive and 

time consuming; survey fatigue could lead to lower participation rates among students and 

their parents (although students/parents could become more comfortable with data collection 

as a regular annual event). To balance the advantages and disadvantages of frequent versus 

infrequent data collection, a periodic data collection pattern (e.g. every two to five years) 

allows information that changes over time to be updated without excessively burdening 

schools, students or parents. 

 

Longitudinal vs. cross-sectional data 

Another methodological consideration concerns whether the data structure will allow for 

longitudinal analyses (i.e., following student pathways over time) or only cross-sectional 

analyses (i.e., snapshots at a single time point). Cross-sectional analyses are useful to a degree, 

but they can build misleading pictures of complex situations. Longitudinal analyses are 
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preferable as they allow researchers to trace the factors that lead to particular outcomes and 

they allow for progress monitoring over time. 

 

Maintaining confidentiality 

Longitudinal analyses require a method of linking student data so that information gathered at 

different times and in different contexts can be tied together. Using demographic data to 

disaggregate survey data, achievement and other administrative data also requires a method of 

linking the different forms of data collected for each student. Linking such data requires 

stringent measures to protect students’ privacy and prevent unauthorized access to 

confidential data. For example, teachers and school administrators must have access to 

students’ administrative data, but they must not have access to data from surveys that ask 

about sensitive areas such as parents’ income and employment status.  

 

Linking data while preserving confidentiality is typically achieved through the use of multiple 

unique identifiers. For example, students are assigned a student number that follows them 

throughout their school career and is used as an identifier on all administrative records. This 

student number can then be used to link all of their administrative data across time and across 

contexts (e.g., different schools, different school boards). When students (or their parents) 

complete a survey, each survey is identified with a unique survey code. The survey data are 

maintained in one database and the administrative data are maintained separately in a second 

database.  A file that links student numbers with their associated survey code is also maintained 

separately from the survey and administrative data (and is protected by stringent security 

measures). The linking file is used to match administrative data with survey data: once these 

two datasets are linked, all identifying information (e.g., name, student number) is stripped and 

the combined administrative/survey dataset is maintained in a third separate database. 

 

Linking survey data with administrative data assumes that survey data are treated as 

confidential but not anonymous. Survey data can be collected anonymously and this type of 

data allows schools and boards to generate a demographic picture of their student body, but it 
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does not allow researchers to tie survey data to educational outcomes or to use the survey data 

to analyze achievement gaps and look for their underlying causes.  When survey data are not 

anonymous, it is important to ensure that respondents understand why and how the 

confidentiality of their survey data will be maintained. Other measures to protect 

confidentiality include sending survey responses directly to the survey manager (rather than 

routing responses through intermediaries such as schools) and ensuring that all reports are 

based on aggregate data and never on individual students.  

 

Voluntary data collection 

It is also important to make the surveys voluntary: respondents should be able to opt out of the 

survey completely or to skip questions they do not wish to answer. Parents should be given the 

option of consenting or withholding consent for students’ participation in survey research. This 

can take one of two forms: parents can be asked for explicit consent and students prevented 

from participating unless parental consent has been granted; or parents can be asked for 

explicit withholding of consent and students participate unless their parents specify otherwise. 

Students should also be given the opportunity to refuse participation—whether they or their 

parents are asked to provide the information. 

 

Selection of variables 

1. Socioeconomic status. Which kinds of variables to query is another key methodological 

consideration. Socioeconomic status is well-established as one of the strongest predictors of 

academic success (Brownell, Roos, Fransoo et al., 2006; Gorard, Fitz & Taylor, 2001; Ma & 

Klinger, 2000). Thus, information on parental income, employment and education is extremely 

valuable to researchers investigating opportunity gaps. One method of estimating 

socioeconomic status, particularly in secondary schools, is to use students’ postal codes as a 

means of linking with Statistics Canada data in order to generate neighbourhood-based 

estimates. These are often very imprecise. It may be preferable to request the information from 

parents, but such questions are often perceived as very personal. A strong community outreach 
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and communication plan to explain why such personal questions are asked can help alleviate 

parents’ concerns.  

 

2. Family structure. Questions about family structure may also be perceived as very personal, 

but provide valuable information about students’ contexts and their opportunity structure (e.g., 

two-parent families are often better able than single-parent families to provide learning 

opportunities for their children; Astone & McLanahan, 1991).  

 

3. Sexual orientation. Some surveys designed for older students (Grades 7 to 12) also ask 

students about their sexual orientation. Parents tend to be especially concerned about these 

types of questions and, again, a strong communication plan is important. 

 

4. Racial, ethnic, linguistic background. Questions about race, ethnicity, languages spoken at 

home, immigrant status and religion can be valuable for disaggregating achievement data. 

These questions may be perceived as less intrusive by some respondents than the questions 

mentioned above, but they remain sensitive and the framing of the questions and response 

options is important. In particular, the number of racial, cultural, ethnic or linguistic categories 

provided is an important consideration. Too many options can yield an overly complicated 

survey instrument that respondents find confusing and taxing. However, when the number of 

options is too small, students or their parents may not feel that their situation is represented 

among the options. This can alienate respondents and lead to an unfavourable response to the 

data collection project.  

 

Careful consideration should also be given to the types of response categories made available 

for reporting racial, cultural, ethnic, or linguistic background. Some categories may raise 

sensitivities. For example, a response category labeled “African Canadian” may be preferable to 

one labeled “Black,” but students from the Caribbean may not feel well represented by that 

option. Mixing racial (e.g., white) and ethnic or country of origin categories (e.g., Hispanic) in 

the same question can be objectionable to some respondents.  Another consideration 
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regarding response categories is whether to force respondents to choose one option that most 

closely resembles their own situation or, alternatively, to allow respondents to choose as many 

options as they feel are applicable. National censuses have begun doing the latter in recent 

years. Multiple responses always complicate the analytical process, but respondents tend to 

prefer this approach and the resulting data provide a more veridical picture of the population. 

Whichever approach is adopted, it is important to provide clear instructions so that individuals 

of mixed heritage understand how to respond.  

 

When choosing response categories, another consideration is whether to develop an approach 

that is standardized across jurisdictions or to rely on a patchwork of locally developed 

approaches. Standardized approaches are useful for sharing data across jurisdictions. For 

example, the Council of Ministers of Education, Canada has in recent years been investigating 

how to develop a pan-Canadian approach to Aboriginal self-identification (Educational Policy 

Institute, 2008).  

 
4. Teacher variables. When considering which variables to include in a data collection project, 

another option to consider is whether to include variables based on teachers. That is, should 

demographic and/or survey data be collected from teachers? Some school boards have pursued 

this approach, arguing, for example, that it is important to determine if teacher demographics 

represent student demographics. As with student data, it is important to determine beforehand 

what use(s) will be made of any research findings related to teacher data. For example, if 

teacher demographics do not match student demographics, what policy levers do schools 

boards have at their disposal if they wish to make adjustments? 

 

The survey instrument 

A final set of methodological considerations concerns the overall survey instrument. It can be 

difficult to develop an instrument long enough to cover all priority data collection needs, but 

not so long that respondents become bored or tired and fail to complete the whole survey. As 

well, the questions and response options must be carefully constructed to ensure that 

respondents will interpret them appropriately. Accommodations, such as translating the 
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instrument into other languages and making the survey available online as well as in paper and 

pencil version, can increase the participant response rate. Pilot testing to gauge the appropriate 

length and to test comprehension of survey questions and response options can be very useful. 

“Plain language” editors can rewrite items so they are easily understood. 

 
Privacy and human rights 

Finally, to ensure that the proposed methodology is in compliance with privacy legislation, it is 

helpful to be in communication with the Information and Privacy Commissioner, and if 

applicable, the Ontario Human Rights Commission, throughout the process of developing a 

methodology.  

 

Additional discussion questions 

 Who should ultimately retain responsibility for making methodological decisions? 

 Who else should contribute to the decision making process? 

 What kinds of variables should school boards prioritize? 

 With what frequency do school boards want to collect data? 

 How should school boards balance privacy needs with data collection needs? 

How should information about the data collection and associated 

research and analysis be disseminated? 

Communication and consultation 

Collecting sensitive data (e.g., socioeconomic information, sexual orientation) can create 

anxiety among respondents and raise concerns about privacy. Respondents are often reassured 

by: clearly communicating the rationale, method and benefits of collecting data; clarifying who 

has access to the information and why; outlining how the information collected will be handled 

and stored; and consulting with appropriate stakeholders throughout the process (Ontario 

Human Rights Commission, 2010). 
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Community consultations and a comprehensive communication strategy should be 

implemented from the outset of any data collection project. Different stakeholders will require 

different communication strategies. For example, to communicate the details of their student 

surveys, the school boards have used posters for students and staff, information cards and 

letters to parents, website updates, community radio announcements, announcements in 

community publications, and voice messages to all student households. Communication 

strategies can also include consultations with and presentations to principals and vice 

principals, school communities, student leaders, and immigrant, faith and parent communities. 

As well, translating information into as many as possible of the languages spoken within the 

school community helps to ensure successful communication with members of immigrant 

communities.  

  
Educating the public 

Communication strategies will often include an educational component. That is, often it is 

necessary to educate the public on how to interpret research and data. This approach involves 

building and emphasizing the relevance of data and being very clear and consistent in 

describing the purpose of the survey.  Respondents and stakeholders will be more receptive if 

they see how research and data analysis can contribute to real changes in their communities. 

Communication can also help to prepare stakeholders for the types of questions that will be 

asked (i.e., sensitive demographic questions) long before they are actually asked. In 

communicating the goals and anticipated outcomes of the data collection project, it is 

important to develop clear messages and to avoid oversimplifying: complex data are required 

because the issues are complex. Facile oversimplifications can generate mistrust among 

stakeholders. 

 
Communicating research results 

When communicating results after the data have been analyzed, a few strategies are helpful: 

prepare a plain language summary of analysis and interpretation of the data; identify gaps, 

barriers and opportunities revealed by the data; describe some steps that will be taken to 

address gaps and barriers and to leverage opportunities; articulate realistic attainable goals 
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with immediate and long-term timelines; specify how progress toward meeting those goals will 

be monitored and reported; and seek input from stakeholders. 

 
Reframing the issues to avoid stigmatizing particular groups can be an effective communication 

strategy. For example, instead of assuming a deficit model when discussing achievement gaps, a 

more positive approach can be adopted. For example, positive alternatives include focusing on 

resiliency instead of risk, on underserved students rather than underachieving students, or on 

opportunity gaps rather than achievement gaps. 

 
Media strategies 

A fully developed media strategy is very helpful when releasing reports. The media will typically 

look for any hint of controversy and will focus (sometimes exclusively) on easy “numbers” 

stories (i.e., achievement gaps). Therefore, it is useful to plan media messages that focus on the 

factors that drive any achievement gaps and to be clear about the narrative that has been 

distilled from the research. A one-page handout that frames the issues and contextualizes the 

data can help maintain focus on the key messages.  

 

To ensure that media messages are as clear and effective as possible, key messages should be 

developed collaboratively with input from researchers, school board officials, and 

communications experts. Research input helps to ensure that media messages are well 

grounded in and supported by the research findings. School board officials should be involved 

in the process to ensure that key messages are appropriately aligned with other public 

statements or policies of the school board. Finally, communications experts can help in crafting 

messages that will be well received by the media.  

 

Conclusion 

The collection and use of student data can make powerful contributions to educational equity. 

Many school boards are already collecting and making use of demographic and survey data 

from their students. Collecting such data raises a number of concerns among students, parents, 

teachers and school staff. Careful methodological development and a strong communication 



DRAFT DISCUSSION PAPER FOR FEEDBACK AND REVIEW at the March 6, 2012 Discussion Forum: 
Towards the Use of Demographic Data for Educational Equity 

 Page 21 of 22 

plan can alleviate many of those concerns and ensure that the data collected are reliable and 

meaningful. 
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