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[bookmark: _Toc314560555]Chapter 1
Introduction to the Local Data Pool
Much of what everyone—teachers, students, program directors, funders—wants to know about instruction comes down to three questions: did students attend, did they learn, and did it help them achieve their academic goals? The answers to these questions come in various forms: quantitative measures such as test scores, drop-out and graduation rates, and annual yearly progress, or more qualitative ways, such as teacher judgments, discussions with students, and case studies of successful programs. Regardless of how it is provided, the information of greatest interest boils down to measures of learning gains, goal attainment, and attendance.
Befitting their importance, these measures are central to accountability systems, including the National Reporting System (NRS). Educational gain is the central measure of the NRS, defined as advancement through educational functioning levels as measured by pre- and post-testing on standardized assessments. The NRS also includes four measures of transition, which reflect how well the program prepares students to achieve their self-defined goals of entering and retaining employment, entry into postsecondary education, and attainment of a secondary school credential. Local programs and states also collect contact hours as a measure of attendance. 
Many audiences consider these NRS core outcome measures the indicators of the effectiveness of adult education. Educational gain provides a framework for gauging student learning and the transition measures provide estimates of how participation affects students’ goal achievement. Teachers, local program directors and state staff, federal staff, U.S. Congressional staff, the general public, and everyone in between use NRS data to answer the basic education question about what students are learning.
[bookmark: _Toc314560556]A Look at National Data
States have been reporting NRS data to the U.S. Department of Education (ED), Office of Vocational and Adult Education (OVAE) since 2001, and as a result, there is now a longitudinal picture of the overall performance of the adult education system. Exhibit 1-1 shows the average NRS educational gain trends for five programs years (PY 2003-04 through 2007-08). These data show the mean national level gains for all NRS levels combined, along with the trends for the five states with the highest average percentage of level completions in PY 2007-08. The national average has remained stable during the five years, averaging about 38 percent. However, the five states with the highest completions show a continuous positive trend beginning in PY 2003-04, rising from an average of 52 percent to an average of 64 percent by PY 2007-08.
[bookmark: _Toc314563471]Exhibit 1-1 	Educational Gain Trends for States with the Highest Percent of Students 
Completing a Level in PY 2007-08: PY 2003-04 to PY 2007-08*
[image: ]
* Adult Basic and Secondary Education programs consist of six instructional levels representing a hierarchy of basic skills ranging from beginning literacy to high school completion. Data from levels 1-5 are depicted. States are not held accountable for the sixth educational functioning level, High Adult Secondary Education. 
	
	2003-04
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08

	State 1
	58%
	62%
	66%
	67%
	69%

	State 2
	40%
	45%
	55%
	59%
	66%

	State 3
	46%
	52%
	55%
	57%
	63%

	State 4
	60%
	59%
	60%
	60%
	62%

	State 5
	56%
	51%
	55%
	56%
	60%

	National Average
	37%
	40%
	39%
	37%
	39%


Conversely, Exhibit 1-2 shows the five states with the lowest average completions. Most of these states show steady decreases in educational gain over the years. State 7 in particular shows a dramatic decrease, dropping from 49 percent completions in PY 2003-04 to 10 percent completions in PY 2007-08.  Completions for State 9, however, remained fairly steady over the years ranging from 21 percent to 25 percent.
[bookmark: _Toc314563472]Exhibit 1-2	Educational Gain Trends for States with the Lowest Percent of Students Completing a Level in PY 2007-08: PY 2003-04 to PY 2007-08*
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* Adult Basic and Secondary Education programs consist of six instructional levels representing a hierarchy of basic skills ranging from beginning literacy to high school completion. Data from levels 1-5 are depicted. States are not held accountable for the sixth educational functioning level, High Adult Secondary Education.
	
	2003-04
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08

	State 6
	29%
	21%
	27%
	21%
	6%

	State 7
	49%
	44%
	40%
	27%
	10%

	State 8
	30%
	19%
	15%
	15%
	17%

	State 9
	35%
	24%
	13%
	16%
	17%

	State 10
	25%
	25%
	26%
	23%
	21%

	National Average
	37%
	40%
	39%
	37%
	39%


In contrast with educational gain, the five-year national data trends for the transition outcomes have largely increased. Exhibit 1-3 shows that the percentage of students achieving a secondary credential has increased slowly but steadily over the years, from about 54 percent to 61 percent. Student entry into postsecondary education and into employment have both increased substantially, by 15 to 20 percent from PY 2003-04 to PY 2007-08. Unlike the other outcomes, however, retained employment rates increased for two years, and then began dropping slowly in PY 2006-07 and PY 2007-08. 
[bookmark: _Toc314563473]Exhibit 1-3	National Trends for Transition Outcomes: PY 2003-04 to PY 2007-08
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	2003-04
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08

	Entered Postsecondary Education or Training
	39%
	44%
	44%
	55%
	56%

	Entered Employment
	42%
	43%
	51%
	61%
	62%

	Retained Employment
	71%
	73%
	74%
	73%
	70%

	Obtained a GED or Secondary School Diploma
	54%
	58%
	55%
	59%
	61%


Examination of these outcomes by the highest and lowest performing five states (not shown), however, reveals very erratic trends and little consistency from year to year. For example, Exhibit 1-4 shows the five states with the highest percentage of students entering employment in PY 2007-08. One state showed consistent annual increases, two states increased, decreased, and then increased again, and another slightly decreased and then increased over the years.
[bookmark: _Toc314563474]Exhibit 1-4	States with Highest Percentage of Students Entering Employment in 2007-2008: PY 2003-04 to PY 2007-08
[image: ]
* The response rate for State i’s follow-up survey was below 50 percent in PY 2003-04 and PY 2004-05.
** The response rate for State v’s follow-up survey was below 50 percent in PY 2003-04.
	
	2003-04
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08

	State i*
	90%
	79%
	75%
	96%
	95%

	State ii
	90%
	77%
	92%
	92%
	87%

	State iii
	71%
	72%
	84%
	84%
	87%

	State iv
	76%
	72%
	81%
	79%
	85%

	State v**
	54%
	89%
	89%
	92%
	81%

	National Average
	42%
	43%
	51%
	61%
	62%


Although attendance is not an outcome measure in the NRS, these data provide an indicator of the amount of instruction and services students receive. Between PY 2003-04 and PY 2007-08, the national average number of contact hours (computed from the total hours reported divided by the total number of students) remained fairly constant at about 112 hours per student. However, there is substantial variation across states in average attendance, as a look at the state reporting the highest average attendance reveals (Exhibit 1-5). The state with the highest average attendance has well over 200 hours per student, but the average dropped drastically in PY 2006-07 then rebounded the next year. The four other states had relatively stable attendance hours, averaging about 135 hours per student over the years. 
A look at the five states with the lowest average attendance in Exhibit 1-6 shows that two of the states had a sharp, consistent decline over the years, from about 70 hours in 2003-04 to less than 50 average hours per student in PY 2007-08, while attendance decreased only slightly in the three other states during that time, with approximately 44 average hours per student. 
[bookmark: _Toc314563475]Exhibit 1-5	Attendance Trends for States Reporting the Highest Attendance Hours per Students Enrolled in PY 2007-08: PY 2003-04 - PY 2007-08
[image: ]
* Data for PY 2003-04 was excluded because it was significantly inconsistent with other years.
	 
	2003-04
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08

	A
	170
	135
	134
	136
	141

	B
	232
	209
	215
	169
	203

	C
	119
	121
	121
	123
	127

	D
	0
	168
	158
	153
	144

	E
	114
	117
	118
	119
	120

	National Average
	115
	114
	113
	107
	113




[bookmark: _Toc314563476]Exhibit 1-6	Attendance Trends for States Reporting the Lowest Attendance Hours per Students Enrolled in PY 2007-08: PY 2003-04 - PY 2007-08
[image: ]
* Data for PY 2003-04 was excluded because it was significantly inconsistent with other years.
	 
	2003-04
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07
	2007-08

	F
	44
	42
	45
	42
	43

	G
	76
	69
	66
	57
	49

	H
	0
	51
	50
	50
	50

	I
	63
	68
	57
	46
	39

	J
	43
	38
	39
	36
	37

	National Average
	115
	114
	113
	107
	113


[bookmark: _Toc314560557]Diving Into the Data Pool
This look at national data answers (in a broad way) the questions of what students learn and achieve in adult education and their level of participation. We can get an idea of the proportion of students who advance an educational level, pass the GED tests, transition to postsecondary education, and obtain and retain jobs. We also can estimate the average number of hours a student attends. However, the data also illustrate the substantial variation that exists among the states on all of the measures. 


[bookmark: _Toc314563477]Exhibit 1-7	Three Levels of Diving Deep
[image: insideWATERgrfic_FINAL_b043010.png]
When we see this variation, we begin to ask many more questions around the reasons for these differences, and these new questions arouse our curiosity and motivate us to dive deeper into the data to understand and explain them. Typically, we may wonder about the accuracy and quality of the data and how they were collected. We wonder about state and program differences in policies and delivery systems and consider how instruction, teachers and students affect the data. Exhibit 1-7 shows these three areas of analyses we may dive into as we examine the data.
Data collection. Often, the first thing that comes to mind when we examine data is whether they are accurate. Especially when there is wide variation, as in the state comparisons in the exhibits above, we may become suspicious that some of the differences are due to errors and uneven data quality, reflecting problems with data collection. For example, differences in how attendance is collected and reported across the states may affect the validity of these data. Differences in state data systems, improper test administration, and methodological differences in collecting follow-up data all have an impact on data quality and introduce varying degrees of error into the data. 
Policies. State and program policies affect how local programs collect data, and these policies have implications for data interpretation. For example, states use different assessments and have different times for pre- and post-testing. These differences affect the meaning of educational gain across the states. Program policies regarding goal setting for the follow-up measures affect the number of goals for each outcome that programs set. Some states have rigorous requirements for goal setting, and others leave this process to the discretion of local program staff, often making goal achievements difficult to interpret both across and within states. Likewise, enrollment and retention policies, such as managed enrollment, affect attendance data.
Teachers, Students and Instruction. The nature of instruction varies substantially across states, and instructional duration, intensity, and content all affect student learning and attendance. The quality of teaching provided by programs also will affect state performance on these measures, as do the characteristics of the teachers themselves, including their experience, skills, and training. States also vary by the types of students they serve. Performance and attendance patterns differ for ABE and ESL students, and students’ education and skill levels affect how quickly they make educational gains and achieve their goals. State performance also reflects these variations in student characteristics.
This brief list of possible explanations of state performance is just the beginning of a data diving exploration. Without further information there is no way to identify which combination of variables is affecting performance. To understand the federal data, we need to go to the individual states to explore data collection procedures, policies, instruction, and teacher and student characteristics within the state and to conduct further analyses, including disaggregation of the data by program and student variables. However, even examining state level data would not be sufficient for understanding performance and guide program improvement efforts. To this end, we need to dive deeper into the data—to the local program level. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560558]The Source: Local Program Data
The NRS data available at the national level arrive at OVAE after a long process of data collection and analysis that begins at the local program level. Although federal and state policies affect the data and specifics vary among states and programs, it is local staff that collect the critical data elements of the NRS. Local data collection procedures, the understanding and motivation of staff in collecting the data, data systems, access, and use of data at the local level affect the quality of data collected and reported. The data also reflect the program itself: the instruction and services it provides, and its teachers and students. 
A full understanding of the data comes only from an analysis that dives into the levels shown in Exhibit 1-7 within local programs. It is also at the local program level where program improvement must occur to have a meaningful impact on students and performance measures. Local program staff need access to data, and to learn how to use it, must have an understanding of their program and how it affects students, and know how to use data for management. Staff can then use data to identify problems and to make meaningful changes that result in better outcomes. OVAE and the states can foster improvement through professional development, technical assistance, and policy-relevant changes but only local staff can implement procedures and make the changes needed for program improvement. The purpose of this guide is to foster these local and state efforts to improve programs. Using a diving analogy, we focus on helping states work with local programs to dive deep into their data to understand underlying issues and to identify areas for improvement. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560559]Overview of the Guide
This guide and its accompanying training materials focus on ways to analyze the core NRS outcome measure of educational gain, the four follow-up transition measures, and student attendance, and suggest areas to examine to plan program improvement efforts. 
Chapter 2, Diving Deep: Analyzing and Improving Performance, is the heart of the guide and includes separate sections on attendance, educational gain, and the transition measures. Each section begins with an overview of the importance of the measure within the NRS and then presents a brief review of what research suggests may promote good performance. The section discusses data quality and collection issues that affect the measure, followed by a discussion of factors related to policies, instruction, teachers, and students that can influence performance, drawing on the research base, if applicable. Sample research questions that follow from the issues discussed are then posed that can guide analyses. Each section concludes with sample data charts and analyses that address some of the sample research questions. 
Chapter 3, Diving Plans and Action Plans, describes the data tool that is part of the training that is the companion to this guide, and provides an example of a simple approach to data analysis to guide local program explorations of data. The chapter also includes a brief discussion of planning for change. In Chapter 4, Lessons from the Field: Diving Deep into the Local Data Pool, we offer two case studies of local programs that have successfully used data for program improvement. Short case study vignettes of successful data diving are also included in Chapter 2.
[bookmark: _Toc314560560]The Guide Within the NRS
One of the main goals of the NRS support project is to assist states in using data to promote program improvement, on the assumption that engaging state and local staff in data driven planning and decision-making will improve services and student outcomes. Successful use of data also improves data quality when local program staff see its value. This guide is the tenth in a series of guides and training that promote this program and data quality improvement efforts. The American Institutes for Research (AIR) developed all of these guides through OVAE-funded projects that support the NRS.
To assist states and local programs with their data diving, we have developed a set of data tools, including spreadsheets that address many of the sample research questions presented in the next chapter. The spreadsheets automatically produce charts, graphs and analyses that local and state staff can use to create a program workbook on each of the three outcome areas. The workbooks can guide data diving explorations and program improvement efforts. These workbooks, the data tools, and the guide will be available on the NRS project website, http://www.nrsweb.org/, along with guides and materials from prior training.
Chapter 1 Introduction to the Local Data Pool
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[bookmark: _Toc314560561]Chapter 2
Diving Deep: Analyzing and Improving Performance
We focus in this chapter on understanding the reasons for local performance on measures of student attendance, educational gain, and achievement of transition outcomes. Our goal is to review all of the key variables that might affect these measures and to suggest ways local programs can improve their data collection, instruction polices, and services to improve performance. The many measures that reflect performance in these areas are the starting point for our explorations in diving deep to understand how the program works to guide program improvement efforts.
As discussed in Chapter 1, data collection procedures; program policies; and teacher, student, and instructional variables underlie each measure. A full understanding of them requires multiple sources of information—more than is available from any single source. By necessity, diving deep requires data that go beyond what exists in the typical program’s database. Teachers, students, written policies, and program staff are all sources of information needed to fill the data pool. These qualitative sources of information must supplement the usual quantitative data—the numbers in the state NRS data system—that we normally consult. Diving deep also requires:
Disaggregating data. As demonstrated in Chapter 1, overall program trends can be informative, but often mask differences that are critical to understanding. The analytic approach of this guide stresses the need to disaggregate program data to the site, class, or teacher level and to break data down by student characteristics to identify issues and evaluate solutions.
Comparative data. Data without a context or basis for comparison are hard to make meaningful. Is 30 percent level advancement high enough? Should a program set a goal of helping 35 percent of students pass GED tests or 45 percent? You can only evaluate the meaning of data with a standard or other benchmarks. In this guide we use program past performance, state or national averages, and performance of other programs bases for comparison and evaluation.
Asking questions. A good analytic plan for program improvement begins with specific questions about the data and program performance. Questions focus data diving by defining the data and comparisons needed and how to disaggregate the data.
In this chapter, we discuss (in separate sections) attendance; educational gain; and the NRS transition measures of entered and retained employment, entry into postsecondary education, and secondary credential attainment. We begin each section with an overview of the importance of each measure and then provide a brief summary of ideas on how to improve program performance based on research and practice. After a discussion of the data collection, program, site, teacher, and student factors that can affect performance on the related NRS measures, we offer questions to ask in each area to guide analysis. Charts and graphs that offer ways to answer the questions conclude the chapter with illustrations of comparisons and data disaggregation.
[bookmark: _Toc314560562]Attendance
Educators see student attendance in class as essential to learning. Although there is not a one-to-one relationship of attendance to learning—mere presence in class is not sufficient—no classroom-based learning can occur if the student is not physically present. Attendance is an issue in adult education because student retention is frequently low and many programs have high drop-out rates. Many researchers and practitioners view attendance as critical to adult learning, and much effort and study has gone into improving it as well as student retention. In addition, many states include attendance hours as a consideration in the funding of local grants.
Attendance data are not only a measure of student participation—attendance also can serve as an indicator of whether:
Instruction is successful,
Content and materials are relevant,
Students are motivated to show up and to persist over time, and 
Students are reaching their goals. 
A poor quality program is not likely to have high attendance or good student retention. Poor attendance can also reflect the obstacles adult learners face in attending that programs may want to consider. 
 Attendance data are key to helping programs analyze the retention and persistence of their students, and matched with goal-setting and educational gain, these data can help programs determine whether they are helping their students succeed.
Within the NRS, states report attendance as contact hours, defined as hours of instruction or instructional activity the learner receives from the program. Instructional activity includes any program-sponsored activity designed to promote student learning in the program curriculum, such as classroom instruction, assessment, tutoring, or participation in a learning lab. Contact hours are not an outcome measure in the NRS and are not used in state performance evaluation or to calculate performance incentive awards. Nonetheless, the measure is still considered an important indicator of program quality, associated with good instruction, and is a necessary component of learning. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560563]Enhancing Attendance and Retention
Researchers have extensively studied the variables that affect attendance, retention, and persistence over the last several years, and state and program staff can draw on this work to guide evaluation of whether program practices work and which are in need of improvement. Here we offer a brief summary of the findings that describe the importance of instruction and content, goal-setting, student motivation, and reducing obstacles that affect attendance.
[bookmark: _Toc314560564]Quality Instruction and Relevant Content
Research supports the notion that good instruction and high attendance go together. Quality of instruction has a direct impact on student achievement and success as well as attendance. Closely related to good instruction is the relevance of course content and materials. Adult learning theory posits that instruction must be relevant to the adult learner and materials and content should be focused on what is important to the learner (Beder, 1988; Beder, 1991; NCREL, no date; Lieb, 1991). Programs may review data and consider ways in which improving course content and relevance to learners may improve attendance. In addition, content and instruction must also address the personal goals and interests of the student (Comings, 2007). 
Goal Achievement
The reasons for attending adult education classes are as varied as the adult learner population. Many adults enroll in classes to improve their literacy skills, obtain a GED or other certification, improve their work opportunities, help their children with schoolwork, and other short- and long-term goals. Research findings suggest that students will “persist in their studies” if they have clear goals (Comings, Parella, & Soricone, 1999) that help them better understand where they want to go and what it might take to get there. Not only can goal-setting contribute to increased attendance, attendance data also may be analyzed to determine the success of goal-setting in programs. 
Goal-setting has an important impact on attendance, retention and persistence. Research shows that the intake and orientation process is key to ensuring that the right goals are set, the goals are specific, the goals are revisited over time to ensure they continue to match student interests, and content and teachers are matched to students based on these goals (Kerka, 2005). Setting short-term goals allows students to feel a sense of accomplishment, which in turn encourages them to remain in the program and continue striving toward their long-term goals. 
Enhancing Motivation
We know that while adult learners attend classes to learn new information or improve skills, there are other factors that keep them interested. Classrooms are social settings that encourage interaction among students, where students develop relationships that continue outside the school setting. Programs and instructors can enhance student motivation by providing an inviting atmosphere, offering challenging work, giving feedback through formal and informal assessments, and creating opportunities for small successes along the learning path. For ESL students in particular, the adult education classroom offers a place to learn about American culture as well as language and literacy skills. These students also tend to associate fewer stigmas with returning to school than ABE/ASE students, who may view additional schooling as “remedial” (Lucey, 1998). ABE students, on the other hand, have been found to practice more self-directed learning outside the classroom, which may impact their attendance rates (Reder & Strawn, 2001). Further, the longer a student attends (or persists) in a program, the greater likelihood of the student achieving educational gains and, in turn, feeling a greater motivation to continue (Comings, 2007).
Comings (2007), reporting on research related to motivation, found that three groups in particular have stronger persistence and retention rates: immigrants, those over the age of 30, and parents of teenage or grown children. This finding has implications for how to disaggregate data on student characteristics to determine which populations require greater or less attention to help them continue their learning. The same study also found that outside of the program, students may pursue their own learning, so programs may wish to find a way to account for external-to-program learning and reflect these accomplishments when the learner joins or returns to the program. 
Reducing Obstacles
Adult learners face a number of obstacles to attendance, the biggest challenge being that of finding time to attend classes (Thoms, 2001). Students have competing priorities, and adult education classes may fall to the wayside when work, family, and health issues arise. Adult students often require support services such as child care, transportation, welfare, and other social services that affect their ability to persist in education. When and where classes are offered and class schedules also influence attendance. For example, classes that are located in areas close to public transportation, are at convenient times for working adults, are in adult settings (colleges, high schools), are on evenings and weekends for working adults, or provide child care during the day for parents can raise attendance. As Comings (2007) notes, programs must “provide…students with services that help them persist in learning long enough to reach their educational goals.”
Programs that wish to improve attendance can focus on the factors that support or hinder retention, including student characteristics (educational background, gender, citizenship status), programmatic issues (provision of childcare, counseling support, location), teacher and instructional aspects (class content, teacher preparation, or professional development), and policy design (absentee policy, drop-out vs. stop-out; Kerka, 2005). 
Retention is more than simply participation in class—it is the intention to continue one’s learning. Programs that can reduce the obstacles and increase the positive supports to learning can improve program participation and class retention. Some of those supports include services like childcare and transportation assistance, counseling, referrals to social service and welfare agencies and library and computer access (Porter, Cuban, & Comings, 2005). 
[bookmark: _Toc314560565]Data Collection and Quality Issues
There is much variation among states and programs in the collection of attendance data. Local programs set attendance policies in accordance with state guidelines where they exist, and some providers do not collect attendance data. Other issues, such as whether to count a student present upon arrival of the student to class, at the midpoint of the class, or by hours the learner is actually present, also affect the quality of attendance data. In long classes where there are breaks, some programs may count the entire class time as contact hours; other may deduct the break time. 
Ensuring data quality in contact hours requires the reporting of attendance data on a regular basis, either weekly or monthly. This practice ensures that attendance information is entered in a timely way and reduces errors caused by last-minute data entry, while also allowing time for error checking and review. State and local policy should include guidance on data collection and reporting for attendance. This guidance also directs the flow of data—from the teacher to the data entry clerk on up through the program to the director and the state office. Procedures for who touches the data at each step of the process should be clearly outlined to ensure that attendance is correctly collected and reported. Valid and reliable data are vital for local staff to then use in evaluating performance and improving programs.
Calculating attendance is also often not as straightforward as it seems. Typical measures include:
Total hours attended,
Percentage of available hours attended (hours of participation divided by the available number of hours for a class), 
Days or months of participation, and 
Rate of attendance (hours per week or month).
When studying attendance, data analysts often use several of these measures, and the measure to use depends on the question under study and the quality of the data. For example, you might avoid using total hours if there are inaccuracies in how it is computed—rates and percentages might be more appropriate. If you are examining persistence or attendance over a long period, measures that include times (days or months and rates) may be preferable. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560566]Instruction, Teacher, Student, and Program Policy Issues
As the research shows, the type of instruction and content of instruction can affect student attendance. If you have knowledge of classes according to the quality of instruction, materials, and other content, you can readily compare them. Another way to approach this issue is simply to compare attendance data in different classes over time and try to identify differences in instruction or approach. A review of attendance data in this way may identify high-quality instruction and the need for additional training for some instructors, or a change in instruction to better meet the needs of students. Attendance data help point the way in considering instructional changes to improve programs and help programs to see where instruction is successful and may be replicated (see box on next page). 
Teacher Variables
Teacher background and characteristics may also impact attendance. One way to look at teacher effects is to identify classes with high attendance and collect qualitative data on the class environment—are teachers with greater retention teaching differently in terms of content? Are they using different types of formative assessments? Are they building upon the goals of students and relating learning to student goals? For example, a teacher with high retention may provide ongoing assessments to students that help students understand how they are progressing, while another teacher with high attendance may link content in each class to getting a job or going to college to help students understand how their learning now links to their future. 
Sometimes attendance that is too high may reflect a problem. Teachers with very high retention may in fact be holding on to students too long—some teachers and students who enjoy learning together may find it hard to separate. Data that show classes with students who have high attendance but low learning gains and low transition outcomes may require a look at instruction to ensure that teachers are addressing the right content, assessing students well, and preparing students for their next steps. 
	Improving Retention for GED Students: Nevada Adult Education and Literacy (AEL) Program, Nevada, Missouri

	The Nevada AEL Program—a small, rural program—underwent severe funding cuts in 2003 that led them to reduce offerings, which in turn led to decreased contact hours. The program evaluated data through their information system, ACES, to determine ways to increase student engagement and improve retention rates to above 90 percent. 
The program director looked at TABE reading scores, annual enrollment rates, and numbers of students taking the GED tests each year. Previously, the program required a minimum number of contact hours before students took the GED; however, the state moved to a “GED Fast Track” that encourages students to move quickly through the program and to focus on improving retention of GED students.
According to the program director, the staff went through a “huge learning curve with ACES”…they started with the numbers, and as those numbers began to have meaning for the program and showed them a path to success, they “bought into” using it.  The program director reviewed data daily including: 
Pre- and posttest—the program uses a data grid (that complies with state and federal requirements) to track students and ensure they are post-tested within established guidelines.  The program also sends a message to students informing them that they have sufficient contact hours to be post-tested.
Attendance—If attendance decreases, the program mails a “danger letter” (similar to the Lost in Space television show theme) informing students that they will be dropped from the program until next session if they do not return within 2 weeks. The program also now offers distance education options for students who cannot attend classes. 
Instruction—TABE is used as a pretest for the GED; based on test results, teachers direct instruction to areas where students received the lowest scale score, making sure to address students’ interests. 
The program director is in constant email and phone communication with teachers across the region and notes that teachers “may get a little exasperated” with all her emails.  Nonetheless, they are “tuned in to what she is looking for…and willing to hear her ideas.” The program director reviews data daily, the staff and teachers review it monthly or more frequently, and staff are in frequent contact with students to update them on their progress.
The program now has a more comprehensive approach to monitoring and follow-up. The staff also offer distance education options to students who cannot make it to class. 
As a result of program changes, more students are taking the GED exam than in previous years with 80% re-takers, and 60-75% passing on their second try. And the program hit their retention goal!


Scheduling and Learners
An analysis of attendance data from classes offered at different times may help a program to determine if the class schedule is an obstacle to learning. Compare classes offered during the morning with afternoon and evening classes to see where attendance is higher. Class schedule may have an effect: Is a class offered four times a week garnering higher or lower attendance than the same class offered at the same time but only twice a week? Looking at attendance data is not just a matter of reviewing numbers—these data can help programs and instructors to better understand what types of offerings most appeal to students and serve the adult learners’ needs.
However, keep in mind that attendance also may vary by type of learner, which may complicate this type of analysis. For example, you may find that evening classes have poor attendance, but that mostly working students attend them. In that case, it is hard to disentangle schedule from student variables. Other student characteristics to examine that also may affect attendance include literacy level, gender, age, and employment status.
Goal Setting and Attendance Policies
As noted above, the goal-setting policy of a program and how goals are used during instruction may impact attendance, retention, and persistence of students. What is the program’s policy for goal-setting? Are goals set at intake and orientation or after the student has been in class more than 12 hours? If the latter, look at your data to see just how many students are “lost” from the program before they reach the 12-hour minimum for pre-testing. If the number is significant, consider whether a change in policy in goal-setting would help the program to retain students who otherwise might not relate their goals to success in class. Goals clearly have an impact on instruction, as well. Do student goals match the content of the classes they are placed in and are students correctly assigned to classes/teachers that can help them meet those goals? Examine the student goals in classes and determine whether the class fit is right, or if the goals need to be reexamined. For example, a student with a long-term goal of passing the GED tests might first need to address goals of learning English, improving reading and writing skills for academic purposes, or other goals that would place the student in a class other than GED preparation. 
	Improving Attendance: Tyler Junior College, Texas

	State policy changed to mandate a minimum of 60 hours between pre- and posttests; however, Tyler Junior College had high numbers of students dropping out before 60 hours and could not be post tested. Additionally, teachers were frustrated with drop-outs who dropped back in unexpectedly, staff wanted to increase the intensity of instruction, and the program wanted to fill classes due to long waiting lists. 
Staff looked at average hours of attendance per student (98.5) and the average number of hours of students who made gains (98). Staff also reviewed pre- and post-test data.  As a result, the program implemented a new policy that requires 75% attendance. Students must contact the program if they are absent more than 2 weeks, or they will be dropped from class. Additionally, re-entry is more difficult for students who drop out, requiring that they get approval from the site supervisor. If they drop out again they cannot return until the following year. Staff inform students about the new attendance policy at intake, require a signed commitment, and remind students frequently about the policy. The policy began in 2008-09, but it was not written and strictly enforced until a year later.
Teachers received professional development on using data to see when students are at risk of dropping below 75% attendance. Teachers have changed instruction to ensure that instruction aligns with content standards, incorporates critical thinking skills, and is project-based. 
The executive supervisor, program director, supervisors, and teachers review data regularly. Teachers keep a daily attendance log to help them identify patterns and they must submit monthly Excel reports with percentages and total number of hours per class. 
Teachers report that due to the change in attendance policy, average attendance has increased, instruction has improved and students are better prepared. They have improved demeanor in class and take tests more seriously now, although test scores have not yet increased significantly. The new attendance policy gives teachers a tool to incentivize students to “stick with it.” In addition, teachers now use data at monthly teacher meetings and discuss strategies to adjust teaching.


Programs may set attendance policies that denote how many absences are allowed before a student is dropped from the rolls (see box below for an example). A too-strict policy might deter students from returning to the program if they face challenges in attending; on the other hand, a strict policy may ensure that students who attend are committed. Programmatic policies around open and managed enrollment are also reflected in attendance data. Often when a program shifts from open to managed enrollment, attendance data change as well. Looking at attendance alongside learning gains and transition outcomes is important to see how policies impact students across different variables.
[bookmark: _Toc314560567]Fill the Pool: Questions to Ask Your Data
Program staff may review attendance data by site, class, teacher, or student, depending on the level of individual class and student data the MIS provides. Attendance data can help to paint a fuller picture of the adult learner and the program through comparison with educational gain, educational functioning level, goal achievement, and retention. Review your data overall and organize your topics of interest and consider what questions you wish to ask of your data. What are the most pressing concerns for your program, teachers, and students? With that question in mind, data allow you to look closely at classrooms, broadly at programs, and longitudinally to see whether the program or students have changed in some way. We present sample questions and analyses suggested by our review below.
Overall Performance, Data Collection, and Data Quality Questions
What is the average attendance for the program, site, or class? How do current and past attendance compare? 
Are the program’s attendance averages comparable to other similar programs across the state?
Have attendance patterns in the program changed over time?
How do student attendance patterns compare within a site for day and evening offerings? 
Instruction, Teacher, Student, and Program Policy Questions
1. How many hours does it take students, on average, to advance one educational functioning level? 
1. How does attendance vary by ABE, ESL, and ASE classes?
1. Which student variables are related to attendance (e.g., age, gender, ethnicity, employment status)?
1. Which goals can be achieved in how many hours? 
1. How do attendance patterns vary among teachers in a site? 
1. Do classes vary in attendance by content or approach (e.g., work skills, life skills, use of technology)?
1. Are there patterns that show higher attendance during certain times of the day or year? For example, do night classes have lower attendance?  Do spring classes have higher attendance rates than winter and summer classes? 
1. Do classes located where greater support services are offered show a different attendance pattern than those locations without support services?
1. Do managed enrollment classes show higher or lower retention over time than open enrollment classes?
1. Is attendance and retention higher among sites with student attendance requirements?
Once you have made a list of questions, prioritize them according to their importance and whether you can answer them. Your questions may also change when you begin to consider your data analysis needs.
[bookmark: _Toc314560568]Make a Splash! Selecting and Analyzing Data
To begin your review of attendance, first you will need to pull the data you need: hours of attendance, student characteristics, and class data. You will also need to consider the different ways to measure attendance and retention described above (total hours, rates, percent of time) and determine which measures you will use. For example, you may choose to look at total hours per week for some reports to get a picture of the program and classes. You may also look at the percentage of hours attended, which may serve as a better correlate to student motivation and interest. Access to both current and longitudinal data will allow you to look at attendance over time and to analyze the sporadic attendance of individual students. 
Data can help you to describe your program, classes, teachers, and students. Program level data may include:
Types of classes offered,
Locations of classes,
Days/times of classes and hours per session,
Teacher characteristics (certification, professional development hours),
Student characteristics (age, gender, country of origin or language spoken, literacy level),
Program services (transportation, child care, bilingual tutoring, peer mentors),
Other relevant services (attendance policies, orientation and enrollment procedures), and
Data collection procedures (who collects, who enters, who reviews and approves).
Your state data system will not have all of these data. It must come from other sources, such as knowledge of your program’s policies and procedures. For example, you may need to look at class schedules, teacher records, textbooks and materials used, or classroom observation data. 
Question: What are the average attendance rates for our evening classes?
Exhibit 2-1 compares average attendance rates for evening classes among different teachers at one site. While attendance varies by semester it is generally the same for all classes; for example, attendance appears higher in the fall and spring months, lower in the winter months (during holidays), and summer (vacation time for children). However, one teacher, Laura Johnson, shows very consistent attendance and it may be worth exploring why this is the case. What about this teacher or class produces consistently higher attendance? And should the program consider changes in the number of classes offered during the winter and summer months? 
[bookmark: _Toc314563478]Exhibit 2-1	Average Attendance Rates for Evening Classes, Fall 2007–Spring 2009
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Question: What difference, if any, does age and gender have on attendance in my class?
Exhibit 2-2 shows attendance by age and gender of students in Ms. Paulson’s class. The youngest group of students has the lowest attendance, and there is little difference between males and females. Knowing that the youngest student group has poor attendance allows the program staff to focus improving attendance and retention efforts on these students. Is the teacher or class content the right match for the youngest population of students? 
[bookmark: _Toc314563479]Exhibit 2-2	Attendance by Age and Gender, PY 2007–08, Ms. Paulson’s Class
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	16-24 years old
	24-34 years old
	35-44 years old
	45-54 years old
	55-62 years old

	Male
	4
	1
	4
	2
	0

	Female
	3
	1
	1
	2
	0

	Average attendance per term
	12
	26
	27
	24
	0


Question: Does the intensity (hours per week) and duration (length of time in weeks/months) affect retention of students?
Exhibit 2-3 below shows two charts comparing two types of classes offered at one site. The first chart shows the retention rates for five instructors at the site. Each instructor leads three classes for six hours a week over a 12-week period. In the second chart, a different group of teachers leads three classes each for 12 hours a week over a 10-week period. It appears that the higher intensity hours have more impact on retention than duration, although the difference in duration is not great. However, there are exceptions in both groups—are these a result of scheduling or teacher characteristics? 
[bookmark: _Toc314563480]Exhibit 2-3	Retention Rate in Classes With Varied Duration (6 hours X 12 weeks and 12 hours x 10 weeks)
Retention Rate in Classes With Varied Duration (6 hours X 12 weeks)
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Retention Rate in Classes With Varied Duration (6 hours X 12 weeks)
	
	Summer Term
	Spring Term
	Fall Term

	Ms. Landrun
	62%
	62%
	51%

	Mr. Fallon
	42%
	60%
	58%

	Mr. Salves
	74%
	79%
	68%

	Mr. Marr
	38%
	46%
	43%

	Ms. Burton
	39%
	43%
	42%




Retention Rate in Classes With Varied Duration (12 hours X 10 weeks)
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Retention Rate in Classes With Varied Duration (12 hours X 10 weeks)
	
	Summer Term
	Spring Term
	Fall Term

	Mr. Spinnaker
	47%
	71%
	65%

	Ms. Tucci
	67%
	70%
	72%

	Mr. Johnson
	72%
	74%
	73%

	Mr. Chakyar
	63%
	81%
	83%

	Ms. Cruz
	41%
	56%
	55%


[bookmark: _Toc314560569]What’s Your Dive Score? Evaluate the Findings
Perhaps the first question to ask yourself every time you look at data is—Are the data I am viewing valid and reliable? Is this really what my students, teachers, and classes look like? Assuming that your data quality is high, you will want to consider whether there are aspects of your program you would like to change. For example, a teacher with high attendance may be providing a type of good instruction that is replicable to other classes. Or, the data may lead you and your teachers to consider an action research plan to figure out exactly what causes increased attendance and how you can improve the program for students. 
After you have had a chance to review data that answer your questions, you are likely to find that you have even more questions. In that case, additional data charts and information will help to round out the picture of the issue about which you are concerned. With all that data in hand, you will next want to determine what it all means. Do the data tell you something good about your program? Do the data point to the program, a class, or a population of students that is associated with attendance problems? 
Remember, you will want to look at multiple types of data and in different ways—by class, by program, comparatively to other programs, and over time. Your findings will, at a minimum, help you to better understand your program. The goal of evaluating your findings is to determine whether your program is doing well and what next steps to take.
One way to validate the data is to share reports with your teachers—ask them if the picture the data presents matches their image of the classroom and students. Are there surprises? Teachers may have a good idea of the attendance issues in their classroom, but they aren’t often aware of how their classes compare to others within the site or program. Sharing data with teachers gives them ownership over the information, and includes them in the process of analysis, evaluation, and making plans for change. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560570]Educational Gain
Students come to adult education to attain any number of goals, including getting a job, going to college, and helping their children with homework. Along the path to achieving those goals are incremental gains in literacy and language skills. Through the NRS, we try to quantify that progression by regularly administering assessments. The NRS requires local programs to assess gain by administering standardized pre- and post-assessments to students, following valid administration procedures (e.g., use an appropriate assessment, use different forms of the test for pre- and post-testing). These assessments measure educational gain and provide markers or intermediary steps in the path to attainment. The educational gain data tell us how far and fast our students are moving toward their goals.
Educational gain is determined by comparing the student’s initial educational functioning level with the educational functioning level measured by the follow-up assessment or post-test. To allow local programs to determine gain, program staff must follow the state policy for advancing students according to their post-test scores. 
As a core measure of NRS, educational gain first tells us whether the program as a whole is meeting the programmatic goals for increasing literacy and language skills, but educational gain data also offer program administrators and teachers a lot more information. For example, exploring educational gain data may reveal which sites, classes, and teachers are most effective as well as which students are progressing more or less quickly, depending on incoming skills, attendance patterns, teacher-student match, or class structure (e.g., time of day) and student match. Looking at these data may reveal where non-programmatic factors, including the personal lives of students or local transportation schedules, may be affecting participation rates and learning. Educational gain is also a useful measure for examining effects of curricular or programmatic changes. For example, looking at changes in educational gain may suggest which programmatic changes, such as changes in recruitment, scheduling, instructional content, or teacher professional development, appear to have the most impact. 
Level gains are necessary steps on the way to learners achieving their goal. If learning gains are not being seen in students who are regularly attending, there must be other barriers to learning. Critical pieces in supporting education gains include a good curriculum linked to high standards and knowledgeable teachers. 
Beyond educational gain, assessment data can provide critical information about students: It provides diagnostic information (formative assessments), evaluates student progress (summative assessment), and evaluates the overall performance of various entities (e.g., class, program, state).
[bookmark: _Toc314560571]Improving Educational Gain
We begin with the assumption that good instruction will affect what students learn, and in turn, improve measures of educational gain. While a thorough review of the characteristics of and approaches to effective instruction is beyond the scope of this guide, we offer some general principles of good teaching for adult learners. We review the research on how people learn and studies that identified the characteristics of effective professional development activities for teachers. While not directly focused on adult literacy instruction, these principles have wide applicability and relevance to it. Contextualization of these principles can help state staff develop a framework to guide evaluation of instruction in local programs.
Adult Learning
Generally speaking, research provides some insights into how we learn and what we can do to facilitate learning. In How People Learn: Brain, Mind, Experience and School (NRC, 1999), the National Research Council specifies three general principles of how we learn: 
1. Students come to the classroom with preconceptions about how the world works. If their initial understanding is not engaged, they may fail to grasp the new concepts and information that are taught, or they may learn them for the purposes of a test but revert to their preconceptions outside the classroom.
1. To develop competence in an area of inquiry, students must: (a) have a deep foundation of factual knowledge, (b) understand facts and ideas in the context of a conceptual framework, and (c) organize knowledge in ways that facilitate retrieval and application.
1. A “metacognitive” approach to instruction can help students learn to take control of their own learning by monitoring their own progress.
These principles reinforce the idea that teachers need a deep understanding of the student and where she is in her learning is a critical factor. For example, a key finding of the report states that organizing information into structures or frameworks allows for greater “transfer” or students’ learning more quickly and promotes the ability to apply the information more easily. The authors note that these principles and the findings apply to young and adult learners alike.
Based on the above principles, How People Learn also proposes a framework of four interrelated attributes to help guide the design and evaluation of environments to optimize learning: 
1. Schools and classrooms must be learner centered. Teachers should understand the knowledge, skills, attitudes, cultures, and values of learners, and present students with “just manageable difficulties” (challenging enough to maintain engagement, but not so difficult as to lead to discouragement).
1. In a knowledge-centered classroom environment, attention must be given to what is taught (information, subject matter), why it is taught (understanding), and what competence or mastery looks like. Learning with understanding is often harder to accomplish than simply memorizing, and it takes more time. Hands-on tasks encourage understanding, but do not guarantee it.
1. Use formative assessments—ongoing assessments designed to make students’ thinking visible to both teachers and students. They permit the teacher to grasp the students’ preconceptions, understand where the students are in the “developmental corridor” from informal to formal thinking, and design instruction accordingly. In the assessment-centered classroom environment, formative assessments help both teachers and students monitor progress. Assessments should provide students with opportunities to revise and improve their thinking (Vye, Schwartz, Bransford, Barren, and Zech, 1998), help students see their own progress over the course of weeks or months, and help teachers identify problems that need to be remedied.
1. Learning is influenced in fundamental ways by the context in which it takes place. A community-centered approach requires the development of norms for the classroom and school as well as connections to the outside world, that support core learning values. The norms established in the classroom have strong effects on students’ achievement. For example, norms might encourage academic risk-taking and opportunities to make mistakes, obtain feedback, and revise. 
“Many approaches to teaching adults consistently violate principles for optimizing learning,” the authors contend. They argue that adult learning, often in the form of professional development, does not address the why, when, where, and how the learning might be valuable to them; does not provide regular feedback; and does not create supportive communities of both learners and teachers. 
Effective Professional Development
Lessons from the research on professional development point to similar findings. A landmark evaluation of professional development methods for teachers found that meaningful professional development experiences share five characteristics (e.g., Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, & Yoon, 2001). While these characteristics stem from research on effective professional development for teachers, the same principles likely hold true for all types of adult learning.
Coherence: Professional development is aligned with standards and expectations and also with the needs and goals of individual communities. In classrooms, content standards or a fully articulated curriculum can provide coherence.
Active Learning: Professional development encourages participants to become actively involved in meaningful analysis of relevant issues in teaching and learning, supervision, management, decision-making, or other relevant topics. Teachers can promote active learning in adult literacy classes through interactive activities, such as group collaborative projects or project-based learning.
Sufficient Duration: Individual professional development sessions last a sufficient amount of time to ensure meaningful interaction and learning, and professional development as a whole is planned for delivery across an appropriate period of time; the “one-stop workshop” model of professional development is inappropriate. For adult literacy, this implies class schedules of sufficient time and duration to show educational gain.
Collective Participation: Groups of professionals, who share interests and needs, participate together in the professional development; groupings may be based on membership in school communities or according to “job-alike” criteria. In teaching ABE students, teachers can achieve collective participation through groupings of similar students based on their needs and goals.
Focus on Relevant Knowledge: Professional development emphasizes content that will improve participants’ abilities to do their jobs effectively and to gain satisfaction from what they do; knowledge may relate specifically to content or may relate to other aspects of participants’ professional responsibilities. To address this principle, teachers can introduce content most relevant to learner’s lives, such as using real-life materials, discussing issues relevant to learners’ lives, or including workplace-relevant materials and activities.
Research studies have also shown that a few aspects of class time correlate with better progress for adult learners, including more time on task and more time working in groups instead of alone (Burton, Davey, Lewis, Ritchie, and Brooks, 2008). Building on these characteristics of high quality professional development and learning environments may provide additional support for learning gains. But the first step in an analysis of educational gain will begin with a review of data quality.
[bookmark: _Toc314560572]Data Collection and Quality Issues for Educational Gain
In examining program performance on educational gain, data collection and quality, as always, are important factors to examine early on. Issues affecting the measurement of educational gain include the types of assessments used and whether staff administer them properly, the percentage of pre- and post-tests administered, and the instructional time between pre- and post-testing. Your state assessment policy should address these issues, and program compliance with the policy will affect performance. For example, common problems include: using the wrong post-test forms; giving the assessments too early, too late, or not at all; or not entering students’ scores accurately into the program’s database. Classes and sites may be compared on, for example, the numbers of students with pre- and post-tests and the range of time between pre- and post-test administration to identify data collection and quality problems.
[bookmark: _Toc314560573]Instruction, Teacher, Student, and Program Policy Issues
Although the connections are complex, education gain data should show a relationship with what is happening in the classroom. That is, student learning should reflect the quality of the teaching, curriculum, and materials. Students of teachers that follow the principles of adult learning reviewed above are likely to show greater gains. For example, classes reflecting coherence (e.g., matching student needs and expectations, basing instruction on a curriculum or content standards), with sufficient duration and providing skills and knowledge relevant to learners, can be expected to have higher rates of educational gain. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560574]Instructional Content and Teaching
The content of instruction may have similarly differential effects. Where classes or sites differ by subject emphasis (e.g., basic reading, reading comprehension, math, life skills), student outcomes may also vary. Comparing student performance across such classes is a way to examine the impact of instructional differences and may suggest areas for program improvement or identify professional development needs. 
Educational gain data may be used to explore which teachers stand out. For example, examining teachers that serve multiple classes and observing those teachers who get consistently high gains with all students may offer lessons (and these teachers may be good candidates for master teacher or mentor roles). Teachers may be compared to themselves over time or to others. Teacher variables to examine might also include years of experience and professional and academic training. 
Student Variables and Testing Policies
The skills, prior education, and other characteristics of students affect learning. Examine student differences in educational gain such as entering skill levels, age, school experience, ethnicity, values, and other characteristics in relation to educational gain and level completion. The amount of students’ exposure to instruction—measured by contact hours—also will reveal relationships that may affect programming by allowing you to evaluate the effect of more attendance. You can also examine differences between longer or more intense classes and classes that offer less instructional time.
A related analysis to conduct is the amount of class time it takes each teacher to get a learner to the next level (assuming comparable student levels, e.g., not all low beginning ABE for one teacher and all high intermediate level students for the other teacher). 
State assessment policy and how local programs implement it also affects completion of NRS educational functioning levels. The policy specifies the assessments allowed in the state for NRS reporting, how test scores are tied to NRS levels, describes the minimum instructional hours for post-testing, and establishes training requirements for test administrators. How well local programs implement these requirements affects student test scores and educational gain performance. For example, programs that post-test students too early may have erratic performance compared to programs that test appropriately. The assessment itself affects performance, especially if it does not match well the program’s curriculum or instructional content.
[bookmark: _Toc314560575]Fill the Pool: Questions to Ask Your Data
This overview of relevant variables may help you decide which areas to explore further. Next consider which of the issues presented above are likely to affect the local programs under review and which you want to examine. Organize your topics by phrasing them into questions the data can answer. The questions will guide your analyses by identifying the measures and comparisons you will need to make. We provide a sample of possible questions according to data quality, instructional, teacher, and programmatic factors just discussed. 
Overall Performance, Data Collection and Quality Questions
1. What is the percentage of students who have both pre- and post-tests of those who should have both tests? How does the percentage compare across classes or sites and to the state average? Which classes or sites stand out with either a very high or very low percentage?
1. Are students taking the right tests at the right times? How do these rates compare across classes and sites?
1. What is the range of both pre- and post-test scores in this class or site? Are all the test scores within the appropriate range for the test and for the class level? How do the ranges of students in each class/site compare?
1. What are the completion rates in this class or site? How does the completion rate at each level compare? How does it compare with past performance? With similar programs or the state average? 
Instruction, Teacher, Student, and Program Policy Questions
1. Do completion rates vary by class time, day, or location; type of class (e.g., basic reading, reading comprehension, math, life skills); whether supports like transportation or counselors are available; instructional approach (if known); and so on? 
1. What teacher characteristics (e.g., degrees, certification, training, years of experience, demographics) are most related to level completion for each educational functioning level? Are the relationships similar across sites? 
1. What types of instruction affect test score gains and level advancement?
1. Do students who attend more (e.g., have more contact hours per month or attend more regularly) have higher or faster completion rates?
1. How do student gains vary by NRS educational functioning level?
1. What types of students are most likely to complete a level? What student variables are related to level completion (e.g., demographic, linguistic, educational functioning level)? For example, how does completion compare based on native language? 
1. Are students being placed appropriately? What are the placement policies of the sites showing greater gains? If students are grouped, what affect does grouping have on gains?
Once you have made a list of questions, prioritize them according to their importance and whether you can answer them. Your questions may also change when you begin to consider your data analysis needs.
[bookmark: _Toc314560576]Make a Splash! Selecting and Analyzing Data 
To answer these and other questions about educational gain, it is best to have scaled test scores and level gains disaggregated in different ways. Use of test scores will allow more sensitive analyses and can show, for example, which sites or teachers are serving the lowest and highest scorers within levels. 
To look at level completion, you might start at the most macro level, such as sites, and work your way down to teacher, class, and students. After you look at the range of performance overall, you might disaggregate the data at each level. For example, you might group sites by their policies on:
Enrollment (e.g., if using managed enrollment)
Attendance (e.g., number of hours attended)
Student support (e.g., transportation)
At the class level, classes might be grouped by:
Location (if many locations within the same site)
Class schedules (time of day, days of the week)
Teacher position (full or part-time, volunteer)
Teacher experience
Teacher professional development
Instructional content and approach
At the student level, students might be grouped by:
Goals
Demographics
Time per week in adult education classes
There are multiple ways to disaggregate the data. We provide suggestions in the tool that accompanies this guide, but we encourage you to cut the data in whatever ways, including ones not in the tools, that best fit your questions. 
Question: What is the distribution of student test scores across sites?
Exhibit 2-4 provides such an example; it shows the beginning ABE scores in 30-unit TABE scores by site. For this graph, it is clear that Site A is serving primarily students who are at the high end of the beginning ABE level, while Site B serves both low and higher scorers and Site C is serving those at the lowest end. This information may later put into context what you learn about level completion. Site C, for example, would likely show higher level completion from beginning ABE.
[bookmark: _Toc314563481]Exhibit 2-4 	TABE Scores from 0-320 (Beginning ABE) by Site
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To promote teachers’ interest in examining data, pose the type of questions they may ask. For example, a teacher might want to see level completions in her class compared to other classes at the site. This answer may lead to further questions that may then lead to the teacher getting motivated to either share what she does or make changes. For example, if the teacher sees that while she has the same number of completers year after year, her colleague is showing an increasing percentage of completers, she may call that teacher to see what he is doing. The teacher may find out, however, that her low completion rate is due to problems with data entry, in which case, she may be more motivated to address data quality.
Question: What are my students’ test scores now compared to other classes and over time?
Once data quality issues are addressed, the analysis could move on to examining disaggregation of completion data. The teacher is likely going to need to examine pre- and post-test scores, descriptive and contextual data, and other sources of information to complete the picture. For example, she might look class by class to see if the scores of the students fall within the appropriate limits. Looking at the class graph in Exhibit 2-5 as an example, the teacher might note that Greg and several other students are missing data, and Sara and Carmen may need to be moved to a higher level according to NRS guidelines. 
A teacher might compare the numbers of learners gaining in her class to other classes, such as in Exhibit 2-6. She will need more information about the classes to be able to put her level completion rate into context. For example, her class completion rate may be very different if she has smaller class sizes than other teachers. 
Looking at these data over time, as shown in Exhibit 2-7, may be revealing, too. If each teacher taught for several years, an administrator or teacher could plot the completion rates over a three-or-more-year period. In the above example, if we just looked at 2008-09, the classes would look fairly similar. However, the previous two years reveal different stories about how the classes end up in similar places. Was it the type of student who attended? Was the amount of instruction the same? 
[bookmark: _Toc314563482]Exhibit 2-5 	What are my students’ test scores?
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[bookmark: _Toc314563483]Exhibit 2-6 	Numbers of Students Completing One or More ABE Levels, PY 2009–10
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	Numbers of Students Completing One or More ABE Levels, PY 2009–10

	Class A
	25

	Class B
	7

	Class C
	17

	My Class
	18




[bookmark: _Toc314563484]Exhibit 2-7 	Class Completion Rates 2006–2008
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Class Completion Rates 2006–2008
	
	2006-07
	2007-08
	2008-09

	Class A
	45%
	28%
	30%

	Class B
	26%
	25%
	26%

	Class C
	30%
	32%
	34%

	Class D
	45%
	65%
	31%

	Class E
	35%
	37%
	38%




Question: What is the relationship between attendance and level completions?
The relationship of attendance to learning always arises when evaluating education gain. The bar chart in Exhibit 2-8 examines the relationship between the hours in classes and completion. In this hypothetical example, the most effective number of hours related to educational gain is in the 60-79 range, followed by 80-99 hours. More attendance hours was related to fewer completions. Such relationships are not unusual to find when examining attendance, and may indicate more is not always better. The question then arises as to why students who attend longer do not advance as much, which can open another front for exploration and analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc314563485]Exhibit 2-8 	Completions by Attendance Hours PY 2008-09
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Question: What is the relationship of teacher experience to level completions? 
You may also want to explore the completion rates by various teacher variables, including, for example, the years of teaching experience, professional development teachers received, or full-time compared with part-time teachers. Exhibit 2-9 shows a hypothetical example of an analysis of teacher experience by level completion. The chart shows that the more experienced teachers showed much higher completion rates for the lower functioning levels, but that experience mattered less at the higher levels (and less experienced teachers may even have better completion rates). 
[bookmark: _Toc314563486]Exhibit 2-9	Average Completion Rates by Teacher Years of Experience and by Class Level (2008)
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[bookmark: _Toc314560577]What’s Your Dive Score? Evaluate the Findings
Assessment is a difficult and time-consuming process that relies on local program staff to produce valid test scores. Staff must receive training on testing and scoring procedures and administer and score the assessments correctly. There are state requirements for post-testing after a set amount of instruction and student educational functioning levels are determined by their scores. These procedures result in many opportunities for error and, coupled with the fact that many students are never post-tested, can raise questions about data quality. Consequently, data quality should be the first thing to check when diving into analyses of educational gain. Examining pre- and post-test scores by site and student, post-testing rates and time between pre- and post-testing are prerequisites for further analyses. 
With data quality ruled out as a cause of differences, you can then explore your other data questions that focus on students, teachers, and instruction. Educational gain data, which reflect student learning, are one of the richest sources of information for exploration. However, because instruction and educational gain are closely related, you may need to supplement quantitative NRS data with qualitative data about the nature of the instruction provided and teacher quality. You will have to obtain these qualitative data from other sources, and need knowledge of the local program, sites, curriculum, materials, teacher characteristics, and styles of teaching to compare classes and understand patterns. Sharing and discussing data and possible reasons for differences the data reveal is one way to obtain this information. Such collaboration allows staff at all levels an opportunity to engage in data-driven program improvement.
Most likely, local staff will have more questions than they can answer once they begin data analyses. You can harness this natural curiosity to build enthusiasm for using data and conducting further data diving analyses. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560578]Transition Outcomes
Transition outcomes are the four core NRS measures of entered and retained employment, entry into postsecondary education, and attainment of a secondary credential (such as by passing the GED tests). These outcomes reflect the goals of adult education instruction of preparing students for employment and further education and training that are specifically mentioned in the Workforce Investment Act, which authorizes the adult education program. The measures are referred to as transition outcomes because they indicate whether the student has made the transition to the next phase of learning or employment. 
Examining transition outcomes for program improvement is more complex than for attendance and educational gain because there are multiple measures and the approaches, policies and procedures differ by measure. Further, a unique aspect of transition measures is that they do not universally apply to all students. While programs measure performance on educational gain and attendance for all students, transition measures affect only students with the related goal. Nonetheless, as with the other measures, diving deep into transition data will inform you about how well local programs help students achieve these outcomes, will reveal the student, class, and site differences that exist, and will suggest program improvement approaches. 
Student characteristics affect program performance on transition measures, and analyzing these variables, such as students’ incoming skills, life experiences, and situational factors, will promote understanding of which students are most likely to make each type of transition. As with educational gain, examining attendance may identify the amount of instruction students need to achieve each transition outcome. Looking at outcomes for specific classes will tell you which classes and teachers are most effective for each outcome and can give an indication of the materials and content that are interesting and relevant to students (e.g., job skills, academic skills, GED test taking). These findings may suggest needed changes in instructional content and teacher professional development.
Programmatic factors such as placement policies and procedures are likely to have a large impact on transitions, and assessment, intake, and orientation procedures must be able to identify students who are ready to take advantage of instruction and place students in the appropriate classes. Effective goal-setting guidance for students is also critical since the outcomes only count toward a programs’ performance if students who set transition goals achieve them. Poor goal setting will mean either too few students are setting each goal, which shortchanges students and results in few transitions; or students will set goals inappropriately high, leading to failure to achieve them and poor performance indicators for the program. Consequently, diving deep on transition outcomes requires a review of goal-setting practices.
[bookmark: _Toc314560579]Approaches to College Transition Programming and Goal Setting
There is a renewed and increased interest among policymakers in college transition outcomes, and as a result, there is some research on effective instructional and programmatic factors that affect student transitions. We briefly review this work with an eye on program improvement efforts and also provide tips for effective goal setting.
Much of the research on effective transition programs is available through the National College Transition Network, which identifies the five key strategies described below for strengthening the relationship between programs and colleges to ensure effective student transition. 
Implement Appropriate Program Models
Effective college transition models match student needs and goals. Zafft, Kallenbach, and Spohn (2006) identify five adult education program models that reflect different student needs and support student transition.
	Program Model
	Description

	Advising Model
	This model is characterized by its goal of raising advanced ASE and ESOL students’ awareness of postsecondary education options and admissions processes through individual advising and information dissemination. 

	GED Plus
	Accelerated program for students whose goal is to pursue secondary education, including curriculum alignment to include skills for student success and transition to postsecondary education and dual enrollment. 

	ESOL
	English literacy model that focuses on advancing the language skills of ELLs to reduce their need for additional course work in ESL at the postsecondary level. 

	Career Pathways
	This model focuses on technical skills and basic education that aims to get students to advanced career training. 

	College Preparatory
	This model aims to help address the gaps in students’ skills so that they are adequately prepared for the college learning environment. 


As with any program model, these models have strengths and limitations. With adequate knowledge about students’ goals and interest in transition, program directors can decide on the appropriate models to implement or make other important modifications to their transition program to ensure that students receive the services that reflect their particular interests and goals.
Build Strong Relationships
Student transition involves rapport between two entities (starting and destination), and it is crucial that strong relationships be forged between the two for the benefit of students. A supportive relationship between colleges and the adult education program can address student needs as they prepare for the transitions and will help students move smoothly between the two institutions. A memorandum of agreement between the transition program and colleges (see box on the next page for an example) can help strengthen institutional relationships. 
Bridge Instructional Gaps 
ABE or ESL students who transition to college often lack sufficient academic skills to succeed in college classes. Consequently, transitioning students must often take developmental education courses to bring them up to par with college-level instructional expectations. While developmental education often provides students with important skills and knowledge, especially in reading, writing, and mathematics, many students become disillusioned by the no-credit-but-high-cost nature of developmental courses. To ensure that students receive adequate skills and knowledge to spend minimal or no time in developmental education, instruction in classes designed to prepare transitioning students should include topics such as academic reading and writing, and college level mathematics. (See box for examples).
	Promoting College Transitions: Building Relationships and Bridging Instructional Gaps

	At Cape Cod Community College/SUCCESS College Transition Program in Massachusetts, practitioners found that a well thought out orientation and goal setting conducted by staff experienced in adult education helps build trust amongst students and staff and helped promote some critical relationships that support student persistence and transition. 
A memorandum of agreement between Dorcas Place Adult & Family Learning Center in Providence, Rhode Island and the Community College of Rhode Island helped ensure a solid commitment from CCRI that is nurtured to ensure that transition students receive the supports they need at the college. 
At the Urban Corridor Project (UCP) in Connecticut, college and adult education program instructors worked collaboratively to bridge the gap between the mathematics taught at the program level and the mathematics taught at the college level. A math curriculum was developed collaboratively to address the skill gap between the adult secondary credential and college level math, and the program now teaches math from an aligned curriculum to prepare students for post-secondary math taught at the community college. 
The Boulder Valley Family Literacy Program in Boulder, Colorado makes use of the TABE assessment to direct student learning. After the TABE assessment, the program provides each teacher with a class profile of areas of student mastery and student needs in Reading, Mathematics Computation, and Applied Math. This profile is adapted from the commercial TABE profile to facilitate use by staff and students. Teachers use the class profile to create lesson objectives and to identify additional resources for students, particularly take-home resources. All students also receive an individual profile based on their TABE score, which they use to focus self-study. This individual profile shows skills that the students must work on to progress toward a GED.   The profiles promote opportunities for more individualized and differentiated learning.  
For more information and additional examples, see: http://www.collegetransition.org/profiles/profilesprogintro.html


Use College-Based Instructional Practices 
Successful ABE and ESL students with the goal of pursuing a college degree might end up in college one day only to find out that the instructional practices in reading, writing, and mathematics are systematically different from those of their ABE or ESL program. Depending on student level and skills, it might benefit students if programs used reading, writing, and mathematic techniques and practices similar to those at the college level, or used more research-based techniques known to support college students in developmental courses. Collaborative discussions with college developmental programs might be a way to begin the discussion of which practices are most beneficial to programs and students. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560580]Goal Setting
Unlike other NRS measures, which are applicable to all students, the transition measures only apply to students who have set those outcomes as their goal. Consequently, good goal-setting procedures are essential to program performance on transition measures. Local staff may be tempted to avoid setting NRS goals because they may want to avoid being held accountable for them and not want to collect them. However, accountability works both ways: Programs cannot receive credit or claim success for helping students achieve a goal that has not been set. Programs need to establish a careful balance between helping students set realistic goals for accountability and helping students set goals that serve their needs and provide a realistic picture of program performance.
Goal setting with students is often difficult but is an integral part of the instructional process. The NRS has few requirements for goal setting and lets states and local programs determine the procedures that best serve their individual situations. However, general principles to consider in evaluation of local performance on goal setting include the use of SMART goals, breaking goals down into achievable subparts, and setting realistic time frames. 
SMART Goals
Learners are motivated to achieve their goals when they are involved in setting goals, when they can recognize progress toward achieving them, and when they are recognized and rewarded for meeting those goals. However, students often cannot articulate clear goals when asked about them, or they may respond with very broad or unrealistic goals. Program staff must work collaboratively with students to help them develop goals that guide learning and participation. Collaborative goal setting allows program staff to contribute their knowledge of what the program has to offer and to share experiences working with other students in similar situations. In turn, students share their needs and aspirations—the sources of their goals. 
A popular goal-setting strategy is the SMART approach (Doran, 1981; Miller & Cunningham, 1981). In this approach, goals are:
Specific to let students know what they are striving for and give them a 
clear target;
Measurable to let students know when they have achieved their goals;
Attainable so that they are within a student’s reach;
Reasonable, to strike a balance between pushing students to their limits 
and not frustrating them; and
Time-limited by establishing dates that push students to complete a goal. 
A timeline should include periodic checks on progress.
Measureable Subgoals
Breaking down a general goal into its component parts helps ensure that it meets the SMART criteria. For example, achieving a goal like passing the GED tests may be years away for some students. Following the SMART approach means setting more effective short term subgoals with more reasonable timeframes. The subgoals for the student might include taking a class to improve specific skills, taking a pre-GED class, and completing a practice GED test. Each of the steps then becomes its own goal.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  More information on goal setting is available at the Goal Setting Guide website: http://www.goal-setting-guide.com/smart-goal-setting-a-surefire-way-to-achieve-your-goals and a video explanation on How to Write a SMART Goal is here: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YmOS3dj9h0s.] 

Realistic Timeframe
The SMART approach includes establishing a reasonable timeframe for achieving the goals—and determining which are short-term and which are long-term. This approach motivates students and program staff to focus on achieving the short-term goals while enrolled in the program, yet does not discount a student’s long-term goals. Program staff work with the student to set a path that is realistic. 
Goals often need to be revised. As time passes and circumstances change, a goal that was once realistic may no longer be achievable or relevant. Students also change their goals as they learn. Effective goal setting procedures build in a process for students and staff to reassess student goals. However, if goals are revised too frequently or with little reason, they do not work as motivational tools or guideposts to measure progress. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560581]Data Collection and Quality Issues for Transition Measures
Because of the central importance of goal setting to the transition measures—which are calculated by the number of students who achieved the outcome divided by the number who set attainment as a goal—one of the first pieces of data to look at is whether the program is setting goals appropriately. While this is difficult to determine from data alone, the number of goals set for each outcome offers indirect evidence of local goal-setting practice. However, unless these numbers are extreme—very high or very low—it is unclear what a satisfactory number of goals set would be. 
Number of Goals Set
To determine an appropriate number of goals, you would need to compare goals set with a benchmark such as the total number of students. For employment outcomes, you could compare the number of students who set an employment goal with the number of unemployed students in the program. For measures of GED attainment and transition into postsecondary education, comparing the goals set with the numbers of students enrolled in the higher ABE levels also can give an indication of whether the program has good goal-setting procedures. Looking at trends in the number of goals set across several years also may enlighten you about possible changes or problems in goal-setting practices. The reasons for a sudden drop (or increase), for example, would be worth exploring.
These comparisons by themselves will not inform you definitively about the adequacy of goal setting—you still will not necessarily know what is good enough. There may be many reasons not reflected in the data as to why students or program staff do not set a goal. However, data can give you a clue as to whether performance is related to goal setting or reflects another issue in the program.
A different way to look at the same issue is to compare the number of students who achieved the outcome with the number of goals set. If more students are achieving an outcome than setting it, this is an indicator that the program staff is being too conservative in helping students set appropriate goals.
Data Collection Methodology 
Another factor unique to transition measures is how they are collected. Unlike other measures, which programs collect directly from students while they are enrolled, programs collect transition measures after the student exits and frequently rely on other agencies to report them. Reporting mechanisms include data matching, where the state collects the information from employment agencies, community colleges, and the GED testing agency, for example; and telephone surveys, where local programs contact students to measure whether they achieved the outcomes. For data matching, the availability of student Social Security numbers will have the biggest influence on the validity of matching data. Examining how many students provide their number—and especially which students do not—will indicate any potential problems. For example, ESL students are often reluctant to provide this information.
For local programs that conduct surveys, review their procedures, including:
How program staff identify which students to include in the survey;
When staff conduct the survey;
Whether staff use a standard set of survey questions and protocols; and 
The response rate and call-back procedures.
The most reliable way of identifying students for the survey is through a report from the program’s data system of students with transition goals upon their exit. For employment measures, the program must follow up according to the appropriate time after exit (e.g., first quarter after exit for measuring entered employment). NRS requires response rates of at least 50 percent for data to be considered valid.
[bookmark: _Toc314560582]Instruction, Teacher, Student, and Program Policy Issues
An understanding of the content of instruction and the characteristics of teachers can provide insight into student performance on transition measures. To study the influence of instruction and teachers, programs need some type of qualitative data or classification of classroom content and activities that match each transition outcome. Classification by content area is easy if the program has special classes designed to meet transition goals. For example, programs may have transition classes designed for students preparing to enter community colleges. You would expect to see a high proportion of students who take these classes enter postsecondary institutions. Likewise, program staff would expect GED-focused classes and classes designed to improve job-related skills to have good student outcomes on their respective NRS measures.
Even if programs have such designated classes, the content and approach may not be as effective as expected in helping students achieve these goals. Comparing the outcome data for these classes to other, similar classes provides a way for local staff to evaluate the impact of their efforts. If performance is not as expected, programs can examine the materials and content of instruction more closely, along with teacher differences. Such analyses may reveal the need for more improvement in instructional approaches, professional development, or changes in teacher assignments.
While GED and adult secondary classes are typical in most programs, specially targeted employment and transition classes are less common. Many programs lack the resources or sufficient enrollment to offer such classes and mix students with employment or postsecondary education transition goals in classes with other students. Even in such classes, however, it may also be worthwhile to compare student outcomes in specific classes if information about instructional content is known.
Attendance
Regardless of the type of classes offered, students must attend them to benefit. As discussed elsewhere in this guide, attendance in class affects outcomes, and students who attend more hours and more regularly would be expected to achieve their transition goals more often than students who attend less frequently. Student background, such as education and skills at the time of entry into classes, is also likely to affect the ultimate achievement of each outcome. Measures of student preparedness are test scores, years of prior schooling, and educational functioning level.
Placement Practices and Transition Linkages
In addition to the quality and relevance of instruction, attendance, and student characteristics, the correct placement of students into classes is a critical programmatic factor that usually affects transition outcomes. Placement procedures include not only goal setting but assessment, interviews, and other methods for identifying whether student skills upon entry match the level and content of class assignment. Consequently, a review of placement procedures may help in understanding a program’s performance on transition measures.
Another programmatic variable to consider in evaluating employment and postsecondary transition measures is the existence of linkages between the adult education program, community colleges, and employers. Where such linkages exist, better outcomes would be expected. For example, better employment outcomes are expected when a program works with employers to identify the basic skills related to jobs available and designs instruction accordingly. Similarly, programs that work directly with community colleges might show increased postsecondary transition performance. Examining the data in such programs allows you to evaluate the effect of such linkages by comparing the performance of those programs with others in the state that lack such relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc314560583]Fill the Pool: Questions to Ask Your Data
This review of the broad landscape of factors that can affect performance on transition measures will help you decide which areas to explore further. Begin your diving analysis plan with a review of programs’ transition performance data and then identify high and low performing programs on each measure. Next, consider which of the issues presented above are likely to affect the local programs under review and which you want to examine. Organize your topics by phrasing them into questions the data can answer. The questions will guide your analyses by identifying the measures and comparisons you will need to make. We provide a sample of possible questions according to data quality, instructional, teacher, and programmatic factors just discussed. 
Overall Performance, Data Collection, and Data Quality Questions
1. How many students have each goal? How many employment goals are set compared to the number of unemployed students in the program? How do the number of students with postsecondary entry and secondary credential attainment goals compare to the number of students at high ABE and ASE levels?
1. What is the performance on each transition outcome measure? How does it compare with past performance of the program? With similar programs or the state average? 
1. How many students are achieving each outcome? Are more students achieving the outcome than setting the goal? 
1. What is the program’s survey response rate for each measure for which a survey is used? What percentage of students provides Social Security numbers if data matching is used? Do these rates differ by site, class, or student characteristics? 
1. Are employment measures collected at appropriate times, according to NRS requirements?
Instruction, Teacher, Student, and Programmatic Questions
1. What transition goals are set by type of student (e.g., demographics, test scores, educational functioning levels)? What are student transition goals by class? 
1. Do outcomes vary by type of class or teacher characteristics (e.g., education, experience, demographics)?
1. What types of students achieve the transition outcomes? What student variables are related (e.g., demographic, educational functioning level)?
1. Do students who attend more have better transition outcomes?
1. What is the performance of students in classes designed for community college transition, employment, or GED preparation on relevant outcome measure compared to students in similar classes and to state averages?
1. What is the performance on transition measures of students in classes with course content related to the outcome measure (e.g., postsecondary skills, employment skills) compared to other classes or the state averages?
1. Does performance on transition measures differ in classes and programs that have linkages with employers or community colleges compared to other programs and classes?
Once you have made a list of questions, prioritize them according to their importance and whether you can answer them. Your questions may also change when you begin to consider your data analysis needs.
[bookmark: _Toc314560584]Make a Splash! Selecting and Analyzing Data 
Your ability to answer the questions you pose will be limited by the data available, whether your record system can retrieve the data you need, and the time and resources you have for analysis. Depending on your questions, you may need both quantitative and qualitative data. The basic measures you will need from your state or program’s data system are the number of students who set each transitional goal and the number who attained each goal. To study attendance and differences among students, you may need to include in your analyses contact hours and student characteristics, such as level, education, and test scores. If your database has teacher-related variables, they will help answer questions related to teacher training, professional development, and experience and differences by class.
More challenging for the analyses are the qualitative variables that describe classroom and programmatic features. In your diving to understand performance on transition measures you may need the following descriptive information:
Class schedules and locations (how many of what types of classes arrayed across the week by location),
Transition linkages,
Goal setting policies and procedures,
Orientation and placement procedures, and
Differences in procedures across the sites.
While such measures and descriptions are not usually part of program databases, the information is often readily available through other means. For example, programs have class schedules, and intake and program staff know their intake and goal setting procedures.
Evaluating Your Questions
With a manageable set of questions and the data you need, you can begin to conduct your analyses. You can use your own data analysis tools or the Diving Deep Data Tools developed for the training corresponding to this guide. Below we provide examples of charts produced from the data tools that can address some of our sample questions.
Question: What goals have students set and achieved?
To examine whether the program is setting goals appropriately, you can begin by comparing the goals set by students attending the program with the state average. In the sample chart in Exhibit 2-10, students in Program A are setting more employment-related goals and are considerably above the state average for entering employment and slightly above for retaining employment goals. On the other hand, students in Program A are considerably below the state average for obtaining a secondary diploma and somewhat below for continuing on to postsecondary education. You may want to talk to program staff and gather data on the employment status and NRS levels of students in Program A. This may explain the differences in goal setting between this program and other programs in the state. It would also be useful to compare Program A with other programs in the state to determine how the programs vary. 
[bookmark: _Toc314563487]Exhibit 2-10	Comparison of Program to State Average for Goal Setting
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Comparison of Program to State Average for Goal Setting
	
	Enter Employment
	Retain Employment
	Obtain Secondary diploma
	Enter Post-Secondary Education

	Program A
	20%
	10%
	5%
	2%

	Sate Average
	12%
	9%
	14%
	6%


Another way to look at this same question is to compare actual goal attainment with the number of goals set. If many students are achieving an NRS outcome but not setting the goal in advance, then you may want to change some of your policies so that these students are reflected in your outcome data. Exhibit 2-11 indicates that there are higher numbers of students obtaining a secondary diploma than those who set the goal. It appears that within one or two programs, many more students are achieving high school completion than have it as a goal. Clearly, with such disparities, more students should be setting this goal. In addition, these students, because they did not set high school completion as a goal in advance, are left out of your accountability reports. 
[bookmark: _Toc314563488]Exhibit 2-11	Number Who Set Goals Compared to the Total Numbers That Achieved the Goals (Even if Did Not Set Goal)
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Question: Are programs setting enough employment goals in relation to the number of unemployed students?
Knowing how many unemployed students entered the program may tell you something about the number of students setting the goal of employment. This is not to say that all students who are unemployed should necessarily have employment as a goal. Many unemployed students may be taking classes for other reasons, such as to take the GED tests, enter community college, or improve their skills in general. However, you might expect to see some relationship between the number of unemployed and employment goals in some programs, and large differences may merit a closer look.
You can look at these data by comparing the number of students who set the goal of employment with the number of those who had a status of unemployed and considering whether the difference between the number of unemployed students and employment goals being set is appropriate. 
Exhibit 2-12 compares students who are unemployed with those students who set entering employment as a goal across several programs. There is a considerable range in the proportion of unemployed students to the number of students setting the goal of entering employment. Programs A and C have particularly low numbers of students setting the goal of entering employment compared to the number of unemployed students. In Program E and J the numbers of unemployed and the numbers setting the goal are the same or very close. Program D actually has more students setting the goal of entering employment than are unemployed. Programs A and C could have problems with either data quality or goal-setting procedures. Program D probably has a data quality problem since more students have the goal of entering employment than there are students who are unemployed. Programs E and J may or may not have problems with their data or goal-setting processes; however, it might be worth investigating the programs to ensure that there are no data or goal-setting problems. You will want to talk to program staff to examine the focus of the program and may also want to collect and examine data from the past two years to see if there is a trend in the data.
[bookmark: _Toc314563489]Exhibit 2-12	Number Unemployed Students and Number Setting Goal of Entering Employment
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Question: What are the goals of students in my class?
When working with teachers, it may prove enlightening to them to see the NRS goals set by the students in their class. Exhibit 2-13 shows a hypothetical high intermediate ABE class list with students’ goals. One student has not yet had a goal assigned and five of these students have a GED goal. Other students have employment and college transition goals. A teacher could use this information in several ways, including discussing students’ goals with them to see if they are realistic and learning students’ expectations for instruction. The teacher could focus instruction and materials on these goals—for example, by teaching skills to pass the GED and employment skills. The teacher could also provide resources on community college transition and work with the student (Mike) who has not set a goal to guide him.
[bookmark: _Toc314560585]What’s Your Dive Score? Evaluate the Findings
Data quality is often a problem with the transition measures because of the complexities in goal setting and collection. Therefore, when reviewing the findings the first issue to consider is whether the data are accurate, as we recommend for other measures. Look for percentages and numbers that do not seem quite right, or that appear just plain wrong. For example, do achievements and percentages seem too high (for example, near 100 percent) or too low? How does the number of students with goals compare to the total number of students enrolled? 
After ruling out data quality problems, look at the data, keeping your questions that prompted the analysis in mind. See if the charts, graphs, and data give the information you wanted. Also look for data that stand out and differences across programs, students, and classes. If you do find patterns that answer your question, think about the appropriate conclusion to draw that matches the data and beware of drawing inferences that may not be warranted. Likewise you should consider alternative explanations for your findings—that is, other plausible explanations for the patterns you find. For example, poor student test performance in one class compared to others at a site may not indicate poor teaching. Consider other explanations but do not go beyond the data. As you examine data, also keep your mind open to the unexpected. Try not to dismiss something that at first may seem unexplainable, illogical, or irrelevant. 
Often, when examining data, more questions arise than are answered. These new questions will suggest additional analyses that may require a new approach or digging deeper into findings. One way to help you draw appropriate conclusions is to talk to local staff and teachers to understand policies, procedures, and types of students that may have influenced the data. Sharing data with local staff has the added advantage of giving them responsibility and ownership over the information, and will facilitate making changes to improve the program.
[bookmark: _Toc314563490]Exhibit 2-13.	Goals Set by Students
	Student
	Enter Employment 
	Retain Employment 
	Obtain a GED or Diploma 
	Enter Postsec Education or Training 
	Specific Goal

	Carmen 
	
	X
	
	
	Retain current job by meeting new requirements

	Enrique 
	
	
	X
	
	Obtain external or alternative diploma

	Gil
	
	
	X
	
	Obtain GED

	Greg
	
	
	
	X
	Enter postsecondary education leading to associate degree or higher

	Katherine
	X
	
	
	
	Get a job

	Mike
	
	
	
	
	None set

	Nick
	X
	
	
	
	Get a job

	Quo 
	
	
	X
	
	Obtain external or alternative diploma

	Sara
	
	
	
	X
	Enter occupational training program


Exhibit 2-13.	Goals Set by Students (continued)
	Student
	Enter Employment 
	Retain Employment 
	Obtain a GED or Diploma 
	Enter Postsec Education or Training 
	Specific Goal

	Tsze 
	X
	
	
	
	Get a job

	Warwick
	
	
	X
	
	Obtain GED

	Yolanda
	
	
	X
	
	Obtain GED

	Total
	3
	1
	5
	2
	 


[bookmark: _Toc314560586]Summary: Data Diving Analyses
In this chapter, we reviewed the importance of data on student attendance, educational gain, and transition measures, and briefly touched on the research related to improving performance on each measure. We then suggested ways of diving into the data to identify reasons for patterns of performance and to suggest areas for program improvement. The data diving explored issues around data collection, program policies, and teacher, student, and instructional variables, to try to identify which of these areas most affect the pattern of findings.
Our analysis approach focused on:
1. Quality: Are there any data that must be wrong? 
Averages: What are the average gains? Who has the highest average 
scores? Lowest? 
Variation: What are the ranges in gains? Who has the smallest range? Largest?
Rates: What are the ranges in improvement rates (i.e., how steep is the 
gain or loss slope)? Who is improving the most? The least? 
We stressed that the first step is to become confident with the quality of the data by considering whether there is anything that looks just wrong. Are test scores, attendance, and transition outcome measures within the range you would expect? Is there missing data? Once the obvious wrongs are out of the way, look for whether there are any notably good sites or classes. Does one teacher have a particularly high completion rate? Which teachers show high attendance? On the flip side, which teachers have lower performance? 
Once you have excluded the wrong information and identified which others stand out, begin to try to find out why. What might be the reason that a teacher has better attendance or higher educational gains or goal completion rates? If you begin to see patterns by site, explore what programmatic difference the sites have, such as one site using managed enrollment, or having better goal setting or testing procedures.
Looking at the data will usually raise more questions than answers. For example, are any of the NRS policies or procedures being violated? Are students being given the wrong post-tests? Does the program have policies and procedures for conducting follow-up surveys? There may be other areas where it is not clear what is going on and further inquiry is needed. It may help to share the data with the teachers and students affected and ask for their assistance in solving the problems. Or you might enlist the help of a small team of local staff who will know more about the data.
Your data diving is the path to program improvement. Knowing which programs are producing the largest gains on assessment, for example, may provide suggestions for successful practices that may be implemented at other sites or in other classes. Knowing which teachers are having the highest gains and better retention, for example, may also suggest topics and methods of professional development for teachers.
You also might consider other ways to facilitate the process of developing an action plan. This plan might include talking to other teachers, looking at additional data, or following up with students. To the degree that you are able to provide time and resource supports to facilitate groups of administrators or teachers sharing data, you might consider making those resources available. In small learning groups, the teams can discuss not only the findings but also what solutions should be avoided (tried before) and which might work. You might consider starting local data-use learning communities, as described in the NRS guide The Local Connection: Building a Data Use Learning Community, available on NRSWeb (www.nrsweb.org).
In sum, develop a plan for what needs to change or what additional exploration needs to occur. Linking that action plan to both a timeline and people responsible will help ensure that it happens. 
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[bookmark: _Toc314560587]Chapter 3
Diving Guides and Action Plans
Chapter 2 reviewed the key factors that affect program performance on the critical NRS measures of attendance, educational gain, and transition measures. For each set of measures, we presented three levels of analysis for diving into data. Beginning with data quality, we discussed the importance of understanding the effect of data collection procedures, program policies that influence the data, and the roles of instructional, teacher, and student variables. We briefly reviewed the research on practices and approaches on these topics that can have positive effects on students and subsequent performance. The chapter also stressed the importance of asking questions to guide analyses and presented data charts and tables that answered sample questions. The charts are from the data diving analysis tool that accompanies this guide.
[bookmark: _Toc314560588]Data Diving Tool
The data diving analysis tool includes a list of questions for analyzing attendance, education gain, and transition measures that address the topics of data collection; policy; and students, teachers, and instruction. There are spreadsheets and suggested graphs linked to each question. The tool also provides examples of “data dives,” flow charts that guide you through the data analysis process. One such diving guide appears in Exhibit 3-1. 
In the same way that you would begin your dive with a question that matters to you, we selected one question to start our dive. In this example, we ask a question addressing educational gain: “How well is our program moving students to the next level?” The first stop in looking at this question is to do a data quality check. The reference to “Gain #1-6” refers to a series of graphs in the data tool that explore data quality issues in assessment. For example, these graphs ask questions about how many students have pre- and post-test data, whether students got the right tests, and whether the timing of the tests was in line with standards. When you look at the graphs, if you find problems with the data, we suggest you stop and try to identify the sources of those problems. For example, it may be one teacher or data entry person who is new and has not yet been trained. 
If the data look reasonable, then you might move on to examine the ranges of completion rates within each adult education level. For example, what is the completion rate of the class with the lowest percentage of completers in Beginning Literacy and the class with the highest rate? Are the ranges narrow (classes of the same level generally have about the same rates) or broad? If the ranges of completion are broad, it may signal very different levels of quality of instruction, for example. Or it may be that the students are very different. 
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[bookmark: _Toc314563491]Exhibit 3-1	A Data Diving Guide for Educational Gain
[image: ]
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The first question in beginning to uncover the reasons for the wide ranges may be to explore whether this range is consistent with prior years or is a new phenomenon. If the numbers are consistent with prior years, then you might begin to disaggregate it. You are the best one to determine which disaggregations are most meaningful; we provide just a few examples of how you might cut the data (e.g., class location or time, student demographics, background). If the numbers are very different from prior years, then you might consider what changes have occurred (e.g., policies in or outside the program, personnel, or class structures) and look at data over time to see if you can link events to the data. 
If the ranges in completion rates are consistent across classes and time, then you might ask how this performance compares to the state standard, the state average, and other peer programs. Again, you will be the best judge of which programs serve as appropriate comparisons. If performance is not as high as you would like, you might again look at whether this performance is consistent over time and continue to disaggregate the data further. . If performance is high, you might also begin to examine disaggregations, but with an eye toward identifying the program’s strengths to build on them. 
Knowing the questions to ask and how data may be used to answer those questions is just the beginning. How do your data answer these questions? What else can your data answer? After you have done your initial data detective work, how are you going to get people to pay attention to data on a regular basis? In the next section, we offer suggestions for action planning to put into place a process of using data as an ongoing part of continuous program improvement. The data tools and templates that accompany this guide can help you translate your knowledge and plans into action.
[bookmark: _Toc137361314][bookmark: _Toc314560589]Action Planning
The ultimate purpose of the data dive is to identify areas for program improvement. You will want to move from exploration to action, and to succeed, you will need to align your state and program’s processes and people around an action plan that will use the information you have uncovered to make changes. The plan should also maintain the spirit of data diving exploration and include:
Report templates. What reports, graphs, and other supporting information do you need to answer the questions that you and your local program staff have that promote data quality and program management and improvement? The data diving tool provides many examples and suggestions.
Reporting timeline. When will the data be produced and who is responsible for producing them?
Meeting schedule. Who reviews which reports, with whom, and when?
Action. What steps will you take to make improvements? 
You should begin by looking at the data before you start planning to get a baseline of the current state of your programs, sites or classes. Develop these reports collaboratively and share them with your program staff. For example, program directors  might run reports each quarter and have pre-set, one-on-one conference calls with site administrators or teachers to discuss the data. The types of reports that you choose, when you share them, and how you use them will drive the process and focus staff attention on the important topics. Whatever reports you choose, make sure that some reports will be meaningful and valued by teachers and local data collectors. The best way to improve your data quality is to ensure that the people collecting data know that the data are used and valued.
Meetings to discuss data reports are not about pointing out what programs are doing wrong; they are about helping programs understand where they are and considering how they might do things even better. Data divers explore the data, look for explanations, and share what they learn to educate others and foster continuous improvement. 
Once you decide on the changes to make, the action plan should outline the steps needed, identify who is responsible for ensuring that the steps will happen, set a timeline for completing the process, and establish a method for evaluating the activity’s effect. Develop the plans with the local and state staff that will be responsible for carrying them out.
This guide, the accompanying training materials, and the data tool will help you in this process. All of these materials are available on NRSWeb, the NRS project website: http://www.nrsweb.org. Best of luck in your data diving expeditions!
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[bookmark: _Toc314560590]Chapter 4
Lessons from the Field: Diving Deep Into Local Pools 
of Data to Make Program Improvements
Over the last several years, states and local programs have improved the policies and procedures for collecting and reporting NRS data, making it increasingly possible for local programs to dive deeply into their data to analyze and effectively make program improvements. To conclude this guide, we offer case studies of two local programs that are successfully analyzing their data for program improvement: Edmonds Community College in Washington and the Manhattan Adult Learning Center in Kansas. The case studies demonstrate nicely how programs can approach the process comprehensively. 
Edmonds Community College revamped much of their program upon review of their data, and the Manhattan Adult Learning Center began by making general improvements in their policies and procedures for collecting and reporting data and then analyzing their data and making program improvements iteratively, focusing on one identified issue at a time. Despite the differences in their approaches, both programs achieved positive results as discussed below, and both provide helpful lessons from the field.
[bookmark: _Toc314560591]Edmonds Community College
[bookmark: _Toc314560592]Why did they data dive?
In 2005, the staff at Edmonds Community College (ECC) noticed two disturbing, and possibly related trends. Some program advisors reported that students were not happy with the program. At the same time, there was a decline in enrollment. Almost one third of students who registered for the fall semester dropped out, and the majority of those never showed up for a single class (see Exhibit 4-1). With these two issues in mind, staff decided that they needed to step back and look at what they were doing to determine what was at the root of these two problems and what they could do to address them.
[bookmark: _Toc314563492]Exhibit 4-1	Fall Quarter 2005 Cohort Registration and Dropout Numbers for ECC
	
	Before the 
quarter began
	First 10 days
	After the 10th day
	Total number for the quarter

	Number registered
	152
	26
	58
	252

	Number of drop outs
	50
	13
	16
	79


[bookmark: _Toc314560593]What pools of data did they dive into?
The entire staff was involved in the problem-solving process—teachers, advisors and administrative staff. To give themselves adequate time to analyze the issues, staff participated in a day-long retreat that was dedicated to examining student achievement and attendance data. After the retreat, staff held weekly meetings, for which staff were compensated, for two quarters straight, working through the details of the data and program. These meetings followed an interest-group-based model; each time questions came up, they would discuss it in their respective interest group (e.g., administrators, teachers) first and then discuss it together. During the joint meetings, staff brainstormed issues supported with data and did not decide how to address an issue until everyone understood the data and came to agreement on what to change.
Several pieces of data informed the decision that a change needed to be made and what that change would be. Staff looked at data from attendance hours, transcripts, and classes for 2005. In analyzing attendance data, they noticed that students started dropping out after three weeks in the program and that the number of dropouts grew as the weeks progressed. GED completion rates were very low (see Exhibit 4-2), suggesting that students rarely stayed in the program long enough to obtain their GED. Of the 252 students who registered for the program throughout the fall quarter, 40 obtained their GED, or about 16 percent. Only 5 of the 58 students who registered after the tenth day of the program obtained their GED that quarter. Looking at the rest of the year’s data showed that few students persisted and got their GED in a later quarter. These findings were the opposite of what teachers had originally thought, demonstrating to staff the importance of concrete data over anecdotal evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc314563493]Exhibit 4-2	GED Completion by Registration Date, Fall Quarter 2005
[image: ]
With these data in mind, the staff began an extensive program review. They looked at the Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment System (CASAS) appraisal scores by level—how many scored high in reading and math, high in reading and low in math, and low in reading and high in math. They also looked at class schedules. They had been using the CASAS schedule, relying on numeric scores to place students. Staff found that students had been registering for math and reading and some students ended up with a very full class load of reading twice a week and math twice a week.
One finding that surprised staff was that they were offering many low level classes even though the largest portion of their student population was testing at a higher level. They then looked at student faculty ratios, class schedules, and student achievement. They also surveyed students to figure out what kind of instruction they preferred and asked about their goals. The students reported that they wanted lecture and small group instruction rather than learning labs, and were willing to attend classes on Fridays, contrary to what staff believed. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560594]What programmatic changes did they make?
As a result of their data review, staff decided to focus changes on their orientation and placement procedures and to design classes that directly addressed students’ goals. Staff improved orientation and placement procedures and provided these services at the beginning of each semester. Previously orientation had only been offered at the beginning of the year. For GED students, the program set up both fast track classes for higher level students and intensive, skill-focused classes for lower level students.  
[bookmark: _Toc314560595]How effective were their changes?
While changes took two years to implement fully, staff noticed improvement in the data after the first year. They looked at contact hours, level completion rates, and GED completions and found that the GED completion rate doubled, the post-test rate increased, and the number of federally reportable students increased. The trends continued for the next three years and remain high (see Exhibit 4-3).  Staff also reported that they learned a lesson about the fallibility of anecdotal evidence and that data are needed to check for improvements. 
[bookmark: _Toc314563494]Exhibit 4-3	Indicators of Program Improvement: GED, Educational Gain, Enrollment and Post-Test Rates, 2004-08
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[bookmark: _Toc314560596]Manhattan Adult Learning Center, USD 383
[bookmark: _Toc314560597]Why did they data dive?
After a series of quarterly report reviews and a monitoring visit in 2007, Kansas state staff identified data quality problems in the Manhattan Adult Learning Center (Manhattan ALC). Since state funding is based in part on the quality of their data, ALC staff made several changes to policies and practices to maintain their funding and ensure they collect quality data they can use to monitor their program’s progress and impact. In particular, the program director:
1. Created a new data entry position (relieving an administrative assistant from entering data) that requires knowledge of the nuts and bolts of the program, including being trained in CASAS testing protocol, student outcomes, and attendance policies and practices. 
1. Instituted a new policy for entering and reviewing student data they enter into the state data system, PABLO.
1. Allotted weekly paid time for teachers to enter their data into PABLO, review whether it is complete, and look for trends and areas where students may need more support.
1. Instituted data reviews during monthly staff meetings where together staff review two to three reports and consider what OVAE and their state are seeking as well as what the implications of the data are for their program.
Once they had the processes and procedures in place, they turned their attention to analyzing their data to make program improvements. In particular, Manhattan ALC has been able to examine their data closely and make significant program improvements. In addition to making programmatic adjustments based on their regular review of data, the program dove deeply into their transition outcome and educational gain data to make program improvements. A description of each effort is below.
[bookmark: _Toc314560598]Initial Program Improvement Focus: Transition Outcomes
What pools of transition data did they dive into and how?
Manhattan ALC monitors their GED completion and postsecondary education rates closely. In reviewing this data in program year 2007-08, program staff noticed that the number of students completing their GED was decreasing over a couple of years. At the same time, they also saw a need to improve postsecondary enrollment (PSE) rates as the state and support groups encouraged a greater emphasis on preparing students to be college ready. In addition to regularly scheduled monthly staff meetings, the program director, data entry staff person, teachers, and orientation and testing facilitator (transition coordinator) met to analyze the GED completion numbers, PSE outcomes, CASAS test scores, college readiness tests, and attendance disaggregated by class, ethnicity, and age. They found that students required support to help motivate them to take the GED and to go on to PSE enrollment. 
What programmatic changes did they make as a result of their analyses?
To help motivate their GED students to complete courses and set them on a trajectory for postsecondary enrollment, Manhattan ALC made a number of changes. Namely, they (1) began enforcing their attendance policy more strictly to ensure students have the contact hours needed to master the content needed to successfully complete their GED; (2) required students to complete the WorkKeys battery before taking the GED test to show them that they are on track to enroll into postsecondary education, and are “college material”; and (3) encouraged GED students to work towards earning a score of 500 or more on their GED test so that they will not have to take the SAT or ACT to enroll in postsecondary education, thereby removing a hurdle to postsecondary education entry. This involved regular follow up with students via e-mail and texting, rather than traditional phone calls. In addition, Manhattan ALC started working closely with their area Workforce Center, PSE programs, TRIO programs, and the WIA Workforce Youth Grant. They also received a KAN-Go grant and are offering PSE scholarships for students. 
[bookmark: _Toc314560599]How effective were their changes?
Since making these changes, staff at Manhattan ALC have seen improvements in the numbers of students completing their GED and PSE entry rates, which have now been consistent for the past three years. Between the 2006-07 and 2009-10 (projected) program years, the number of students completing their GED increased from a low of 33 to 43.  Postsecondary entry rates increased from 65 percent in 2004-05 to 75 percent or more between PY 2007-08 and 2009-10 (see Exhibit 4-4). 
[bookmark: _Toc314563495]Exhibit 4-4	Number and Percent of Students Who Completed Their GED and Entered PSE, PY 2004-05 to PY 2009-10
	
	PY 2004-05 Number of Students
	PY 2004-05% of Students
	PY 2004-05 Number of Students
	PY 2004-05 % of Students
	PY 2004-05 Number of Students
	PY 2004-05% of Students
	PY 2004-05 Number of Students
	PY 2004-05 % of Students
	PY 2004-05 Number of Students
	PY 2004-05 % of Students
	PY 2004-05 Number of Students
	PY 2004-05 % of Students

	Received GED
	52
	95
	40
	87
	33
	89
	43
	98
	36
	92
	43
	90

	Entered PSE
	13
	65
	17
	59
	10
	71
	23
	79
	16
	80
	21
	75


In addition, with their efforts to improve their transition outcomes, they have also seen an improvement in their attendance rate (see Exhibit 4-5 below). 
[bookmark: _Toc314563496]Exhibit 4-5	Attendance Rates for 16-17 Year Old Students, PY 2006-07 to PY 2009-10
	
	PY 2006-07
	PY 2007-08
	PY 2008-09
	PY 2009-10*

	Average Hours Attended per Enrolled Participant 
	57.42
	54.93
	95.86
	73.40


* For quarters 1-3
Since they have implemented a number of measures to improve their GED completion and PSE enrollment rates, they are not certain what activity has had the greatest impact. Through the analysis of data, they seek to understand what activity or requirement they have implemented is most effective and identify others that may allow their students to succeed at greater rates.
[bookmark: _Toc314560600]Recent Program Improvement Focus: Educational Gain
What pools of educational gain data did they dive into and how?
Manhattan ALC also monitors their educational gain data closely. Their program’s annual educational gain average is 72-74% and ALC’s project director thinks this is because of the way they prepare their students. Teachers focus on CASAS competencies and content standards, and design lessons to meet the needs of students based on completed CASAS competency sheets and student profiles. They try not to post-test until a student is ready. Class “sessions” are designed so that most students should be ready to post-test at the end of a “session.” However, despite these efforts, the staff noticed at the end of the second quarter of the 2009-10 program year that there was a broad variation in educational gain between students in ESL levels 7 through 12 when examining their educational gain data. 
What programmatic changes did they make as a result of their analyses?
ALC looked at post-test levels, educational gain, and CASAS levels of ESL students and noticed that there was a lot of variation among ESL students within their beginning ESL classes. They also compared educational gain for their ESL and ABE/GED classes. They asked: Where are the ESL students and what do they need to make a gain? 
Since students in the lowest level of ESL have the furthest to go, they decided to break instruction down by adding a new class for what they considered a third level of ESL, the lowest level of ESL. Specifically, they divided the ESL students into three classes instead of two based on need, and class time was increased from 10 hours per week to 12 hours per week. It required setting up a new classroom with new books and tools. They also set up some additional computer lab hours (outside of class time) so students could have additional study time. Additional licenses and levels of “Rosetta Stone” software were purchased for the computer lab as well as a new curriculum book series to use in the classrooms. In addition, they expanded professional development for teachers on diversity and sensitivity, teacher observations and visiting other classrooms, and reading-related research articles.
How effective were their changes?
In addition to the positive reports from students and teachers on adding a new low level ESL class, after instituting this change at the beginning of the third quarter of the 2009-10 program year, data indicate that 100 percent of the students in that class made educational gain, and a few students made two level gains. Staff is convinced that dividing these students into separate classes has allowed the students to concentrate better on the skills and competencies at their level and has made all the difference.
[bookmark: _Toc314560601]Conclusion
While there are different ways to improve a program, as the programs described in this chapter demonstrate, diving deeply into a pool of data is an effective way to make program improvements in areas that matter most to teachers, students, program directors and funders of adult education programs—student attendance, educational gain, and achievement of transition outcomes. 
Begin by ensuring data quality. As we have stressed in this guide, the first level of data diving is to look at data collection and data quality. Both programs first ensured their data were accurate. The first changes made at Manhattan ALC were to improve their data collection procedures to produce better quality data that staff could use for program improvement. 
Looking at your data allows you to recognize which areas need improvement. Starting with attendance and GED attainment data, Edmonds Community College recognized the need to restructure most of the program. Staff also found that anecdotal data were not enough or were misleading. Manhattan staff found that once they resolved basic data quality issues they could make meaningful changes to their program that would have broad impact. 
Look at qualitative data and other data not part of the NRS. Program staff consulted other sources of data and knowledge as part of their data diving to understand their program. In Edmonds, staff looked at class schedules, student transcripts, teacher characteristics, and class sizes. Staff collected their own data through a survey of students. Additional data sources help round out NRS data to provide a fuller picture of program dynamics.
Involve all staff. Data diving and subsequent data-driven change requires commitment from the entire program staff. In both examples, the process of examining data and implementing improvement included staff from all levels that understood the data and were engaged in data analysis and improvement efforts. For example, in Edmonds, staff held a retreat and weekly meetings. In Manhattan ALC, teachers and administrators regularly reviewed data.
Once you have used the data to identify the areas of data into which you will dive, the data can help to guide the program changes you make. Edmonds Community College used data on many aspects of its program to make changes from the intake process to teacher job descriptions. Manhattan regularly reviews its data to address the most significant issues they find. Staff used data to determine what changes to make, and then continued to review and analyze data to ensure that changes were addressing the issues of focus. 
Data can also help you to evaluate the programmatic change you have implemented and determine if you have obtained the results you hoped to achieve. The decrease in the dropout rate and increase in GED completion confirmed that the changes at Edmonds Community College were successful. Manhattan saw improvements over time in each area of their program: attendance, educational gains, GED completions, and postsecondary enrollment. Data provided the programs with an invaluable tool in deciding whether or not to stick with the changes they had made or what additional changes they could make for further improvements. 
Change takes time. The examples make clear that program improvement is a long-term, ongoing process. Edmonds began their improvement efforts in 2005 and Manhattan ALC in 2007. It takes time to review data to identify areas needing improvement and this is only the start. Changes must be developed and implemented, which may involve training staff, revising schedules, hiring new staff, or changing staffing arrangements. Intake orientation, testing, and instruction also may need to be changed. In the Manhattan ALC, the apparently quick and successful change in their ESL program worked because they had laid the groundwork after years of data quality and program improvement practices. Once implemented, it takes more time to see a change. A data diving expedition and subsequent improvement efforts are a long-term commitment. 
Although the type of dive each program in this chapter took was different, the dives all resulted in positive programmatic improvement. By diving deeply into the local pool of data and using data to inform each step of the way, the program brought about changes that improved the services they provide students and their ultimate outcomes.
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