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Making Data Matter
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Data is the new oil



“Data is the new oil. It’s valuable, but if unrefined it 
cannot really be used. [Oil] has to be changed into 

gas, plastic, chemicals, etc. to create a valuable entity 
that drives profitable activity; so must data be broken 

down, analyzed for it to have value.”
Clive Humby, UK Mathematician
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Data is the new oil



“Some of the most important questions in 
economics and social science have not yet been fully 
answered, and the recent availability of big data of 
various types allows us, for the first time, to tackle 

those classic questions.”
Raj Chetty, Stanford University

Data is the new oil
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Using data to open the policy window
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Opening the policy window
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PROBLEM
A problem is identified and recognized 

as important

SOLUTION
Policy options are feasible and can be 

implemented at a reasonable cost

POLITICAL WAYS AND MEANS
An engaged political actor puts the 

policy up for a vote 

POLICY WINDOW
OPENS

Adapted from Kingdon, J. W. (2010). Agendas, alternatives and public policies



1. Shine light on an obscure problem
2. Produce evidence for a high impact solution
3. Build the data case for a politically popular 

policy

Using data to open the policy window
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Shine light on an obscure problem

9

K 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Grade

0

10

20

30

40

50 Not economically disadvantaged
Economically disadvantaged

Percent of students who are chronically absent, by grade and family 
income status, Oregon, 2009-10

Source: ECONorthwest analysis of Oregon Department of Education data 



Shine light on an obscure problem
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Produce evidence for a high impact solution
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“Over the past 30 years the United States has made 
almost no progress in raising the achievement of 

elementary or secondary school students, according to the 
NAEP, despite a 90 percent increase in real public spending 
per student. Our extraordinary inability to raise educational 

achievement stands in stark contrast to our remarkable 
progress in improving human health over the same time 
period--progress which is largely the result of evidence-

based government policies.”

Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy (2003)



Produce evidence for a high impact solution
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Produce evidence for a high impact solution
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Build the data case for politically popular policy
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Oregon Measure 98 – Funding 
for High School Dropout 

Prevention
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On-time Graduation Rates for 
Economically Disadvantaged Students 
who Applied for Admissions, through 

Lottery, at Benson High School in 
Portland, Oregon

Source: ECONorthwest analysis of ODE data Source: New York Times
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1. We’re pioneers in the early stages of 
education’s data revolution

2. Better data will bring problems into sharper 
focus and suggest narrower lists of more 
effective interventions

3. Education’s evidence base, almost non-
existent 15 years ago, is expanding rapidly

4. Progress will be made through trial and error 
and rapid cycle improvement

Takeaways
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